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ABSTRACT

The Ambiguity of Diversity:
How Parents Understand and React to School Desegregation Efforts

by
Adam D. Wilson

Advisor: Judith Kafka

Abstract
New York City has one of the most segregated public school systems in the United States, and the
Department of Education is attempting to address segregation through district level diversity
planning processes that potentially change school admissions policies. Using mixed methods, this
thesis explores how advantaged parents in a Queens school district understand efforts to diversify
and desegregate their district. I conducted semi-structured interviews with district parents, analyzed
transcripts from public meetings about the planning process, and analyzed quantitative data about
the schools, students, and residents of the district of study. Although parents were universally
supportive of “diversity”, most were opposed to theoretical changes to school admissions that
lessened the use of residential zones for school assignment or reduced the use of measures like
quantitative tests for selective programs and schools. Advantaged parents understand existing
segregation as the “natural” result of cultural preferences or individual educational merit, ignoring
or dismissing specific local histories and structural explanations of residential and school
segregation. I found that advantaged parents interpreted the district planning process through three
lenses: diversity as shield, diversity as threat, and diversity as benefit. I discuss these lenses in the
context of broader residential and social segregation in diverse places like New York City.
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Introduction
“This is Queens. We are already diverse!”
- shouted at the December 2019 Community Education Council meeting
On a cold December evening in 2019, hundreds of people gathered in a middle school in
Briarwood, Queens to attend a meeting about the local school district. So many tried to attend that
more than one hundred attendees were unable to enter the meeting space, due to fire code
considerations (Hogan, 2019). The large, agitated audience at this bureaucratic meeting was there
because of the introduction of a school district’s planning process, funded by the New York City
Department of Education. An oddly shaped district that traverses a variety of neighborhoods in
central Queens, District 28 includes forty elementary and middle schools comprised of about
40,000 students (NYC Open Data) and is one of five districts in the city slated to begin a
community-based planning process intended to reduce the racial segregation of students in public
schools. A New York Times reporter present tweeted that the meeting was “probably the most
contentious schools meeting I’ve attended in six years on the beat” (Kim, 2020).
After decades of relative disinterest in the issue, New York City’s Department of Education
(DOE) embarked on a series of planning processes to intentionally address the persistent
segregation experienced by students in most public schools throughout the city by changing how
students gain admission to schools. This is a departure from the methods of school admission
employed by most New York City districts, such as residential zoning or selective admissions
based on test scores, auditions, attendance, or grade point average. In 2014, the UCLA-based Civil
Rights Project published a widely-cited report that named New York City one of the most
segregated school systems in the country (Kucsera & Orfield, 2014). The introduction of planning
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processes in some districts appears to have resulted from the chorus of activists, researchers,
parents and parents’ organizations, non-profits, and elected officials speaking out against racial
segregation in New York’s public schools.
In 2017, the Department of Education convened the School Diversity Advisory Group
(SDAG), which then released a report in February 2019 (Sorden et al., 2019) that included
recommendations to “require all nine districts with sufficient demographic diversity of population
to develop diversity and integration plans” as well as “require that districts analyze controlled
choice, screens, gifted and talented and other admissions policies and programs in terms of
improving or perpetuating schools that are isolated based on race or other factors” (Sorden et al.,
2019, 76). District 28, a district in Queens that meanders through a half dozen neighborhoods is
one of those nine and educates a plurality of Asian and Asian American students, and large
amounts of Black, Latinx, white, and immigrant students (see Figure 1). The Department of
Education contracted with WXY Studio, a consulting firm with experience in school planning, to
facilitate the “District 28 Diversity Plan”, a community planning process "to increase middle
school diversity and academic outcomes in Community School District 28” (WXY Studio, 2020).
The contentious meeting in Briarwood was one of the first public, community-wide gatherings to
discuss the scope and intent of District 28’s diversity planning process.
Research Question: The Meanings of Diversity & Segregation
Responding to the critiques of advocates, activists, and researchers, the New York City Department
of Education has acknowledged ongoing school segregation as a problem (Sorden et al., 2019) and
has launched efforts aimed at racially desegregating the city’s schools (Geringer-Sameth, 2019). In
its 2019 report, the SDAG asserted that school assignment methods based on competitive
admissions leads to stratification in achievement and contributes to segregation (Sorden, et al.,
2

2019). During the writing of this work the DOE suspended middle school screens for admissions
for at least this academic year (Shapiro, 2021) and ended the practice of using a single test for entry
to gifted and talented programs (Hawkins, 2021). These and other suggested reforms have been
met with approval from some, but resistance from others.
This thesis explores how advantaged parents, in a particular district in Queens, understand
efforts to diversify and integrate the district in relation to their preferences about where their
children attend school. Parents occupy a particular role in education policy and reform, both
normatively and in the structure of government bodies responsible for public hearings about these
reform efforts. The school board is not elected in New York, but Community Education Councils,
made up of parent representatives with children in district schools, are relied upon by the DOE and
district administration to organize public meetings to address district-specific policy changes like
the diversity planning process. The New York City Department of Education is asking parents in
districts like District 28 to participate in a facilitated community engagement process that may
result in changes to existing school admission policies, which led me to my research question: how
do parents who are advantaged by existing school admissions policies understand and react when
confronted with the possibility of changes to those policies?
Through interviews with parents, analysis of public meeting transcripts, and a review of
demographic and school data about the neighborhoods constituting the district, I identified patterns
of meaning-making among advantaged parents 1 about the D28 Diversity Plan. District 28 is one of
the most racial heterogeneous districts in the city, but also home to some of the most segregated
schools (Sorden, et al., 2019). Although district parents were universally supportive of “diversity”,

In this paper, I refer to advantaged parents using Makris and Brown’s definition (2017, 22): Advantaged parents as
defined by their financial advantages (socioeconomic class and ability to afford market rate housing in these gentrified
communities) and by their access to a number of educational alternatives (such
as private options or relocation).

1
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most I spoke with were opposed to theoretical changes to school admissions that lessened the use
of residential zones for school assignment or reduced the use of measures like quantitative tests for
selective programs and schools. Advantaged parents understand existing segregation as the
“natural” result of cultural preferences or individual educational merit, ignoring or dismissing
specific local histories and structural explanations of residential and school segregation. In fact,
some parents perceive the diversity planning process as a potential threat to the educational success
of East Asian students and immigrants in the district. Finally, advantaged parents express fear and
concern that their children might attend schools in the southern part of the district, perpetuating
narratives of anti-Blackness that run counter to evidence of academic success in southern schools.
My findings suggest that diversity ideology, a conceptual framework that “centers an
appreciation and lauding of racial difference" (Smith & Mayorga-Gallo, 2017, 890) provides a
limited, ineffectual approach to argue for desegregation of public schools. In fact, diversity
ideology is used to justify resistance to reform efforts like the District 28 Diversity Plan. All of the
parents I interviewed value “diversity” and express a desire for students in all sections of the
district to have successful schools. However, an adherence to colorblind practices of school access
that use residence and meritocratic measures informs most parents’ reactions when the logic of
current school admissions is challenged, and most do not see a reason to change school admissions
policies specifically to integrate student bodies or give Black and Latinx students access to more
schools. Though most of the parents I interviewed opposed changes to school admissions intended
to proactively desegregate district schools, some parents did support the reform efforts – but were
still critical of the diversity planning process for not extending the vision of the plan beyond
“bodies in seats.”
These findings exist in a wider context of urban school systems wrestling with resource
4

inequities exacerbated by trends in school admissions policies that prioritize school choice and
competitive admissions (Scott & Holme, 2016). While choice and selective admissions may
exacerbate segregation, residential segregation is the main factor in school segregation
(Frankenberg, 2013) and District 28 is no exception. In contrast to some other districts in the city,
zoned access to middle schools is the main factor in school segregation at the middle school level,
but I still found that that District 28 parents endorse meritocratic measures to decide access to inschool curriculum like gifted & talented programs and prepare their children to gain entry to
competitive high schools. During a period of city-wide efforts to address inequities in public
schooling through the proactive desegregation of students – like changing the Specialized High
School admission test, changing or removing gifted & talented programs, and decoupling middle
school and high school admissions from residential zones – conceptualizing how parents react to,
resist, and sometimes support reform efforts is an important endeavor. In particular, advantaged
parents’ reactions to the perceived loss of access to preferred schools is a potential roadblock to
school reforms that intend to racially desegregate public schools..
District 28: A Process Interrupted
The District 28 diversity planning process did not proceed as planned in the winter of 2019
and early 2020 - and not only due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The reaction of District 28 parents to
the planning process was more publicly contentious and distrustful than observed in other districts.
The two public meetings hosted by the CEC announcing the planning process were met with
organized, contentious resistance from skeptical parents and onlookers. On Thursday, December 5,
dozens of people crammed a meeting room when the consulting company presented about the
planning process (Hogan, 2019). In fact, so many parents attended that a group of about one
hundred parents was unable to even enter the 112-seat CEC meeting (Algar, 2019). On January 2,
5

parents held a protest prior to the second CEC Meeting about the planning process; on CBS News,
the newscaster introduced the story as “angry parents storm a school board meeting over a potential
plan to change a large school district” (CBS New York, 2020). During a meeting in February, CEC
members announced that the planning process had been formally suspended until individual
informational meetings could be scheduled at more schools in the district (Our Children’s Voice,
2020). When the Covid-19 pandemic engulfed New York City in mid-March, all public activity
related to the D28 Diversity Plan was suspended, and in October 2020, the DOE announced that no
planning would take place until after social distancing measures are relaxed (CEC D28, 2020).
The research approach, methods, and the data I draw from are not intended to be
generalizable to the whole population of parents in District 28. But the mechanisms I identify
provide insight into how advantaged parents in a cosmopolitan district react to potential threats to
their existing advantages. The findings in this research contribute to the academic literature about
school segregation, policy reform, and the perspective and motivation of advantaged parents with
children attending diverse urban school systems and contributes to our understanding of how
advantaged parents conceptualize of current reform efforts to integrate public schools in New
York.
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Mechanisms & Justifications of Persistent Segregation in the United States
Scholars have built a wealth of historical and sociological research focused on American school
segregation, and how past and current residential and educational policies allow some parents to
secure advantages for their children (Sattin-Bajaj & Roda, 2018; Rothstein, 2017; Scott & Holme,
2016; Lareau & Goyette, 2014). A plethora of factors has resulted in entrenched school segregation
that can only be mitigated by taking proactive steps to counter the historical residential and
educational segregation of American children by race (Garcia, 2018). But in the United States,
colorblind ideology and a narrative of meritocracy is widely used to justify racial inequities and
school segregation (Petts, 2020; Darby 2014). Often, diversity is conflated with integration
(Coughlan, 2018), but little evidence exists that the presence of diversity in and of itself leads to
integration or equity (Tissot, 2015), A related body of literature explores the impact of mostly
white, middle class families’ children choosing schools in urban school districts (Posey‐Maddox et
al., 2014; Roda & Wells, 2013; Kimelberg & Billingham, 2013). As more school districts consider
changing admissions policies to desegregate their schools, less research has explored how middleclass and wealthy parents in diverse, urban, cosmopolitan neighborhoods react to perceived threats
to their access to preferred schools.
Segregation as the American experience
The 1954 Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of Education, which asserted that separate but equal
educational facilities for racial minorities violated the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment established a legal and cultural principle that is widely accepted: schools should not be
segregated by race (Darby, 2014). Brown is part of a national mythos that includes equal
opportunity and fairness as foundational to American exceptionalism (Aggarwal, 2013). But sixtyfive years later, most students in the United States and in New York City continue to attend
7

segregated schools (Kucsera & Orfield, 2014). Researchers point to many factors that explain the
persistent, pervasive - and in some cases, increasing - school segregation in the United States;
while some research suggests segregation is waning in specific locations because of demographic
diversification (Coughlan, 2018), few if any, suggest school segregation doesn’t exist.
Much of the research on school segregation centers the negative effects that segregation has
on students of color, particularly Black and Latino students (Ayscue, et al. 2018; Vigdor &
Ludwig, 2007). Black and Latino students who learn in segregated schools have fewer resources
available (Vasquez Heilig & Holme, 2013), score lower in standardized examinations (MusuGillette et al. 2017), and have less access to extracurricular activities (Logan, Minca, & Adar,
2012). These observations should not be used to pathologize Black and Latinx students, though segregation is a problem because its limits Black and Latinx students’ access to resources, equity,
and justice (Aggarwal, 2016; Horsford, 2011). Critical race theorists suggest that the nearly
permanent conditions of segregation in residence, school, and work are part of an “anti-Blackness”
that pervades the national project of the United States (Dumas, 2016). Derrick Bell’s concept of
“interest convergence” posits that advancements in material conditions for Black people, like
Brown v. Board of Education, occur only when such advancements support the interests of white
people at the same time (2004, 1992) and does not fundamentally alter the racist nature of
American society.
But students’ experiences learning in desegregated schools suggest possibilities for more
just and equitable public education. While desegregation is no panacea for racial inequity and
conflict (Garcia, 2018; Wells et al. 2019) it has been demonstrated that African American students
learning in desegregated settings achieve more academically (553 Social Scientists, 2006) and
build more expansive social networks (Wells, Fox, & Cordova-Cobo, 2016; Braddock & Gonzalez,
8

2010; Holme et al., 2005). Among the findings of an analysis of more than five hundred interviews
of graduates of six desegregated schools across the United States was that graduates recalled the
“rare opportunity” (Wells et al., 2009, 214) to get to know people of different racial and ethnic
backgrounds, and that the experiences made them feel more prepared for a racially diverse society
than they would have been otherwise” (Wells et al., 2009, 217).
The nature of segregation
The belief in de facto segregation informs how the continued race and class-based
separation of public school students is explained and rationalized (Aggarwal, 2016). Lassiter
observes that “a broad spectrum of white actors seized upon the “de facto” rationale through a
“color-blind” discourse that defended neighborhood schools and segregated housing as the
products of private action and free market forces alone” (2009, 27) concluding that the government
is then left with no obligation to address racial inequities. But research demonstrates that residential
and school segregation is not a de facto condition. Segregation is more than the unintended result
of the choice of individuals to reside near neighbors of their own race or ethnicity (Rothstein,
2017). A multitude of historical and sociological work documents how white and advantaged
communities have excluded, avoided, and intimidated communities of color – especially African
Americans – to hoard residential and educational privilege (Briggs, 2005). Works like Rothstein’s
Color of Law (2017) and Wilder’s Covenant of Color (2000) and Lassiter and Crespino’s Myth of
Southern Exceptionalism (2009) provide expansive evidence of the decades-long federal and
municipal policies, supported and implemented by real estate firms, banks, and other private
interests, that purposefully segregated American residential communities through legal practices
like redlining and covenants.
The belief that New York City and other northern places were exempt from state and
9

community enforced racial violence and segregation experienced in Southern states is historically
inaccurate (Glass, 2018). New York City has its own lengthy, unique history of advantaged
parents’ resistance to desegregation efforts, just like the noted Southern states’ resistance to the
integration requirements of Brown versus Board of Education. Around the same time as the Brown
decision, a combination of political, industrial, and real estate interests shaped policies that formed
a deeply segregated Central Brooklyn while white residents relocated to the outer edges of New
York’s boroughs and nearby suburbs (Wilder, 2000). In response to calls for school integration
from multi-racial organizations, the Parents Taxpayers Association, comprised of white parents in
New York, organized effective street protest and media coverage to resist, delay, and eventually
derail the federal and local policy intended to integrate the city’s schools in the 1960’s (Delmont,
2016). In the 1970’s, white and Jewish residents of Forest Hills, Queens (a District 28
neighborhood) militantly resisted a plan to build public housing intended as homes for workingclass Black families (Wishnoff, 2005). A “racialized geography” emerged from efforts by white
communities to distance themselves from Black neighborhoods in both schooling and residence as
part of an “asymmetrical allocation of power and economic resources by the state and private
sector along racial lines” (Gregory, 1998, 82). In the current context of New York’s Department of
Education attempting to ameliorate segregation, echoes of 1960’s era resistance to integration reemerge in District 28 – “busing” and suggestive statements around “safety” are used as
justifications by opposing parents and organizations (Shain, 2020; Mohama, 2019; Our Children’s
Voice, 2020).
Contested and malleable meanings of “diversity”
Queens is described as the most racially and ethnically diverse county in the United States (Gamio,
2019), and demographic data and participant comments shared later in this project confirm that
10

Queens’ District 28 educates a racially heterogeneous student population. Some scholars express
optimism about the possibilities of diversity providing people with proximity to people of other
races, leading to positive interactions to preserve peace and order (Anderson, 2011; Skrbiš &
Woodward, 2013). But others are more skeptical because contested and malleable understandings
of diversity can lead to the reification of existing racial hierarchies (Unzueta et al., 2012). Others
challenge the research focus on quantitative measures showing increasing residential integration
and diversity in urban spaces, instead asking deeper questions about how both white people and
people of color experience and understand the conditions they live within (Mayorga-Gallo, 2014;
Burke, 2016).
Diversity and integration are often conflated although they are different constructs; diversity
suggests the presence of people of different backgrounds, while integration means a proportional
distribution of people from different backgrounds (Coughlan, 2018, 350). People of different races
perceive and evaluate the diversity of a given group differently (Bauman et al., 2014); white
parents’ understanding of diversity is usually predicated on their children not being in the minority
status in their school (Posey-Maddox, 2014) even if they are proportionally a minority in the wider
school district. “Diversity” is a racially ambiguous concept - it can be interpreted as the inclusion
of racial minorities but can also have a broader, color-blind meaning (Petts, 2020). In the 1990s,
the term emerged as “a catch-all phrase in place of affirmative action” and is conceived of as a
“common good”, obfuscating conflicts between Black and white, rich and poor (Tissot, 2015, 112113). For example, “schools can be celebrated as diverse despite the absence of Black students in
the school” (Dumas, 2015, 17). Ethnographic work completed in multiethnic and racially diverse
neighborhoods reveals complex, sometimes contradictory relationships that residents have with
race and ethnicity, complicating the idea that diversity in and of itself leads to integration or equity.
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Research has shown that white parents now actively value “diversity” to the point of
ensuring their children have opportunities to play and grow in multiracial spaces (Underhill, 2019),
but in a study of Los Angeles neighborhoods, people still purchased and rented homes in places
where they would be the same race as a large portion of their neighbors (Charles, 2006). Another
ethnographic study of a multiracial neighborhood in Charlotte, NC showed appreciation for
diversity, but neighbors still preserved the comfort of white homeowners (Mayorga-Gallo, 2014).
White parents express a preference for diversity in schools, but they also buy “into the use
of race as a signifier of good or bad schools (e.g., automatically considering predominantly white
schools and programs to be better in terms of academic rigor and challenge).” (Roda & Wells,
2013, 284). Though parents generally report a preference for academic quality (Phillips, Hausman,
& Larsen, 2012), they are sensitive to a school’s racial and socioeconomic composition (Goyette et
al., 2012; Saporito & Lareau,1999) and make choices about schools based on that sensitivity.
Similarly, when asked to “choose” between diverse schools and schools with high academic
standards, majorities of parents said that school quality is more important (Wells et al., 2009). This
does not mean that white parents are consciously interested in segregated schools for their children
or carry overt hostility toward people of color - in fact, many white parents appreciate and value
“diversity” in school settings (Posey-Maddox, 2014; Kimelberg & Billingham, 2013).
Colorblind racism & diversity ideology
Even in places where racial diversity is increasing, “colorblind racism” is a prevalent ideology that
justifies racial inequality through more subtle, institutional, and nonracial practices than in previous
periods (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). Bonilla-Silva argues that contemporary practices of racial inequity
are not reliant on explicitly racist acts by racist people, but by racial structures that perpetuate racial
inequality. Adherents of colorblind ideology assert that because people should not be judged by
12

race, remedies to inequities should not acknowledge race (Smith & Mayorga, 2017). Bonilla-Silva
provides four frames 2 of through which colorblind ideology operates: “abstract liberalism”, cultural
racism, naturalization, and minimization (2010). White parents using financial privileges and
available choice mechanisms to secure advantages for their children in a colorblind school
assignment system is a form of colorblind racism in Bonilla-Silva's theory.
Colorblind racism interprets the legal and political victories of the 1950’s and 1960’s including Brown v. Board of Education – as evidence that the structural systems of racism and
segregation have been remedied, leaving only individuals who espouse or promote prejudice as the
purveyors of racism (Burke, 2012). Parents use “diversity” to employ colorblind ideology,
consciously or unconsciously using their socioeconomic privileges to reinforce inequities (Burke,
2012). Challenging existing segregation, then, is "a hard sell within an ethos where many believe
that factors having to do with Blacks themselves (e.g., their voluntary choices, their culture, or their
family background) rather than racial discrimination or anti-Black prejudice best account for
persistent racial inequalities” (Darby, 2014, 87).
Extending the insights of Bonilla-Silva's colorblind racism, Smith & Mayorga propose an
updated framework: diversity ideology (2017). As calls for “diversity” have become commonplace
in the workplace, entertainment, and other arenas in society, we might expect to see policy changes
that attempt to dismantle racially inequitable systems, but Smith and Mayorga-Gallo find this to be
an inaccurate conclusion: while “diversity ideology centers an appreciation and lauding of racial
difference" (2017, 890) it does not require any actionable steps or policy change to remedy existing
inequity. They find that while diversity ideology acknowledges and even celebrates people’s
different races and backgrounds, it is still employed to resist policy efforts to reduce white

2

Bonilla-Silva defines a frame as a “set path for interpreting information.”(2010, 26)
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supremacy inside social institutions (Smith & Mayorga-Gallo, 2017). In Burke’s ethnographic
work in Chicago neighborhoods, she found that ““far from being an ideology that only resonates
with conservatives or bigots”, colorblindness was regularly employed by liberal, pro-diversity
white people and people of color (2012, 54). While white people benefit the most from social
adherence to colorblind ideology, advantaged people of color adopt colorblind frameworks, as well
(Burke, 2016). Korgen (2009) found that middle-class biracial people (of Black and white descent)
identify more closely with white neighbors than they do with poor Black people. The purpose of
both colorblind and diversity ideology may be to help “individuals who live within an increasingly
multicultural environment reconcile a national emphasis on egalitarianism with pervasive racial
inequality” (Bonilla-Silva, 2010).
Meritocracy
The belief that everyone should receive an equal opportunity to succeed, regardless of acquired
historical inequities between groups is key to colorblind ideology (Bonilla-Silva, 2010); another
term for this is meritocracy. While social scientists have found that ‘the most important factor for
determining where people end up economically is where they started in the first place’ (McNamee
and Miller, 2009, 16), the belief in meritocracy and the narrative of upward mobility through
individual hard work and self-sacrifice – the “American Dream” - is deeply entrenched
(Hochschild 1996). The American Dream is particularly ascribed to in educational settings, and
generally, people in the United States assume that the central purpose of public education is to
ensure everyone has an equal opportunity to make it through their individual ability and efforts
(Bell, 2004; Hochschild & Scovronick, 2003). Even students in urban settings who lack equitable
resources espouse the belief that if someone is without a job or homeless, it is their individual fault
or responsibility (Lardier et al., 2019). Some scholars warn that an exclusively meritocratic
14

approach to public education could have negative consequences for American society. While
public education serves a number of social needs, education historians observe that “public
education has increasingly come to be perceived as a private good that is harnessed to the pursuit of
personal advantage” (Larabee, 1997, 43) and is antithetical to the idea of equal educational
experiences (Larabee, 1997).
As Larabee (1997) notes, meritocratic principles have increasingly been incorporated into
school policies, reflecting wider social and political trends. Littler calls meritocracy “the key
cultural means of legitimation for contemporary neoliberal culture” (2017, 2) and requires that
“certain people must be left behind. The top cannot exist without the bottom. Not everyone can
‘rise’ (2017, 3). Education reforms in the last few decades like high-stakes testing and competitive
admissions that contribute to segregation embody this assumption of meritocracy that denies racial
and structural inequalities and contends that educational successes – and failure – is the result of
individual effort (Au, 2016). Sassen describes the current global city as a place of “savage sorting
of winners and losers” (2010, 36) and many of the school choice mechanisms used in New York
City in the last two decades reflect that. In this context, Roda and Wells found that advantaged
parents, while supportive of diverse schools, expressed anxiety about the scarce number of “good”
choices available to them and chose less racially diverse schools for their children (2013, 266).
Beyond psychological stress, savage sorting results in material impact: during the Bloomberg
administration, nearly 200 schools were closed due to poor performance by students on state tests
(Fertig, 2013) despite protests from school communities in mostly Black and Latino
neighborhoods. In these ideological and material conditions, parents may reject school admissions
policies that prioritize desegregation and embrace colorblind, meritocratic principles for access to
schools.
15

Meritocracy and the model minority myth
In District 28, Asian Americans are the plurality of students. In discussions about education in the
United States, Asian American students are the prime example of “model minority” stereotype
(Dhingra, 2018) and are often used as an example of success in meritocratic educational settings. In
New York, supporters of specialized high school admissions tests have organized large protests
against changes in admissions policies and argue that the tests are valuable to Asian and immigrant
students because they are “something that is a leveling factor. It's easy to prepare for, they know
about it, they can buy a book or they can buy a course… it’s a ladder of success for them” (O’Hara,
2018). The perceived academic success of students of Asian descent is used to justify inequities in
school funding and discipline other students, particularly African American students (Dhingra &
Rodriguez, 2014). The assumption that Black students are less invested in education is prevalent
among white parents and administrators, which informs their perception of Black academic success
(Tyson et al., 2005). Ngo and Lee explain the impact of the model minority myth:
The stereotype asserts that Asian Americans are able to make it on their own without
special assistance. Asian Americans are positioned as the model for other minorities to
follow. This discourse asserts that the “failure” of African Americans and other minorities
is due to a lack of industry and values and not due to the fact that America is a
fundamentally racist society. (2007, 415-416).
The model minority myth is an example of cultural racism, one of the frames used in colorblind
ideology (Burke, 2012) used to justify educational inequities.
Omi and Winant’s theory of racial formation suggests that racial categories are created
through a “socio-historical process” (1994, 55) that takes place on both macro and micro levels,
resulting in a racialized social structure that explains the everyday world. Of course, “Asian” is not
really a race (Omi & Winant, 1994, 144) and people from the forty-eight distinct racial groups
within “Asian” are differently established in the United States – Koreans, Vietnamese, and
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Filipinos have not lived in large numbers in the United States for as long as some Japanese
communities and have not had similar collective educational success (Omi & Winant, 1994, 144).
In addition to being used to justify inequities that exist in education between racial groups,
the model minority myth obscures the reality that not all Asian and Pacific Islanders receive the
same educational support or achieve at the same level (Honda, 2002). While some scholars ascribe
cultural explanations for the academic success of certain Asian students (Louie, 2006) others find
that the struggles of some groups of Asian students, like Southeast-Asian refugees, result from a
lack of access to educational, language, and material resources (Ngo & Lee, 2007). Dhingra and
Rodriguez conclude: “In other words, much of what explains any student’s educational outcomes
applies to Asian Americans” (2014). In school communities with large numbers of Asian students,
the model minority myth is often deployed to justify meritocratic principles in educational policies.
Current mechanisms of school segregation
Though the historical events and policies described in the first section of this chapter laid
the groundwork for current conditions, active mechanisms of segregation in New York City
continue. As Bonilla-Silva observes, today’s mechanisms are more insidious and colorblind than in
previous eras, when white communities used physical intimidation or legal barriers to bar Black
people and other people of color from access to residences and public schools. Residential
segregation is the main factor in school segregation throughout the United States (Frankenberg,
2013) and in New York (Kucsera & Orfield, 2014), but even in places where residential
segregation is waning, school segregation persists as a result of school assignment policies
(Coughlan, 2018). School zone boundaries, especially fragmented into the thirty-two smaller
geographically zoned community school districts that comprise the schools administered by the
New York City’s Department of Education, can contribute to the segregation of schools by race
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(Bischoff, 2008). In some places, the rapid gentrification of housing stock near public schools
increase segregation (Makris & Brown, 2017).
Beyond residence, research finds that school assignment policies based on choice –
particularly those that do not account for the race or socioeconomic conditions of students –
contribute to school segregation (Davis, Bhatt, & Schwartz, 2015; Roda & Wells, 2013). While the
increasing racial diversity in cities with school choice options available might suggest a correlating
racial diversification in the makeup of schools (Coughlan, 2018), this does not appear to be the
case (Orfield et. al., 2016; Lipman 2011). More than anywhere else in the United States, many
schools in New York use employ competitive admissions (or “screens”) as a form of school choice,
using test scores, grades, or attendance to determine school assignment (Hu & Harris, 2018) which
generally results in more racial segregation of students. The expansion of school choice options has
been a cornerstone of recent education reform (Pearman & Swain, 2017; Ravitch, 2016), so to fully
explain racial segregation in schools, researchers must not only account for mechanisms of school
assignment but “also the decision-making power of parents” (Kimelberg & Billingham, 2013, 201).
School choice is valued and widely accepted as a right by parents of all races and classes (AndréBechely, 2005), but the advantages of choice are not distributed equally socioeconomically
(Bartlett et al., 2002). Previously heralded as a potential mechanism of integration (Ben-Porath,
2012), school choice has not functioned as such.
Instead, mostly white, advantaged parents use choice options to hoard access to highly
sought schools for their children ( Sattin-Bajaj & Roda, 2018; Lewis, 2015; Posey‐Maddox et al.,
2014) while at the same time avoiding the placement of their children in schools with significant
numbers of children of color (Holme, 2002; Billingham & Hunt, 2016; Posey-Maddox,
Frankenberg, & Cucchiara, 2014; Roda & Wells, 2013). Wealthy families buy homes in particular
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neighborhoods and use personal relationships to secure access to schools (Sattin-Bajaj & Roda,
2018; Fong, 2019; Holme, 2002). Advantaged parents utilize choice options, like gifted & talented
programs, prestige charter schools, private schools, and screened admission policies to access more
educational resources than less advantaged parents (Makris 2015; Posey-Maddox, Kimelberg, &
Cucchiara, 2014). Billingham and Hunt found that, when presented with hypothetical choices about
schools, parents use race – specifically, the presence of a significant number of Black students –as
a proxy to decide whether they would send their children to a school (2016). This preference was
true for not only white parents, but Asian and Latino parents as well (Billingham & Hunt, 2016).
Evidence suggests that the choices advantaged parents make about where their children will attend
school leads to more segregation.
The persistent legacy of residential racial segregation and anti-Blackness contributes to
today’s highly segregated public school system, even in demographically diverse cities like New
York. The literature suggests that efforts to remedy school segregation like District 28’s Diversity
Plan face resistance because of the prevalence of colorblind ideology and the closely-related
diversity ideology, which both allow white and advantaged people to express support for diversity
without supporting structural changes to mitigate racial inequalities (Mayorga-Gallo, 2017;
Bonilla-Silva, 2010). While people are generally supportive of “diversity” (Lewis & Cantor, 2016),
there is less support when policy changes result in the perceived withdraw of advantage (Burke,
2017). Preferring meritocratic principles in education policy and employing narratives like the
model minority myth, many people ascribe individual and cultural explanations to explain
differences in educational outcomes among different racial and ethnic groups (Omi & Winant,
1994). While much research has explored how school assignment policies often privilege
advantaged parents and lead to racial and class segregation in and between schools, less has been
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conducted in places where school policy reforms are intended to actively mitigate existing
privileges for white and advantaged parents. The introduction of District 28’s diversity plan to the
parents of students in the district provides a site to examine how advantaged parents’ perceptions of
diversity and meritocracy influence their understanding of existing school segregation in the
district, and their feelings about whether reforms like changing school admissions should be
deployed to mitigate that segregation.
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Methodological Approach
This project employs mixed methods to analyze the reaction of parents in District 28 to the
introduction of a diversity planning process intended to address school segregation. I primarily
analyze data from semi-structured interviews with parents in District 28, and audio recordings and
media accounts of public meetings about district policies. I also conducted spatial and quantitative
analysis, using geographic, demographic, and socioeconomic data about the people in the district.
Using these methods allowed me to build a relevant description of the conditions of the district
while illuminating the experience and interpretation of parents in District 28 who would potentially
be affected by policy changes resulting from the diversity planning process.
When considering my thesis topic, I learned about the explosive reaction to the introduction
of the District 28 Diversity Plan in the news. At the time, my research interest focused on how
school choice mechanisms can exacerbate systemic inequities in public schools, and I had recently
completed an independent study (with original research) and a seminar paper specifically focused
on advantaged parents’ reaction to the implementation of a new admissions policy in my home
district in Brooklyn. While advantaged parents in New York City have reacted negatively to efforts
to change admissions policies in other districts before (Algar, 2018), the organized resistance in
District 28 intrigued me and I developed an interest in the district as a site of study. In the spring
of 2020, I did preliminary information gathering by watching recorded CEC meetings and speaking
to activists in and around the district who provided me with invaluable “lay of the land” knowledge
that I used to develop my research approach and design.
Speaking with parents
I am fascinated by how parents understand and make meaning around their children’s school
options, the process by which they choose the school their children attend, and how parents react
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when their existing access to desired schools is challenged. In District 28, parents are as invested as
other parents about their children’s education, but their district has developed its own admissions
processes, zones, and screening system in relationship with the larger New York City Department
of Education. Every one of the district’s forty schools is less integrated than the demographic
composition of the district as a whole (Kaufman, 2020). My curiosity lies in understanding the
intense reaction some parents had when the existing system of school admissions was discussed in
Community Education Council meetings.
The primary data source I use to explore the meaning that District 28 parents make around
efforts to diversify and integrate schools are semi-structured interviews with affected parents who
have children in 7th grade, or earlier. I crafted the sample population this way to ensure I spoke
with parents who would be directly affected by any changes to school admissions policies in their
children’s schools. As a method, semi-structured interviews offer the advantage of collecting
nuanced, contextualized, and sometimes surprising responses; at the root of interviewing is an
interest in understanding the experience of other people and the meaning they make of that
experience (Seidman, 2006). The interviewer must come with an open mind about the content of
the interview and pursue what is important and interesting (Seidman, 2006).
After gaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval for my research protocol, I began
recruiting District 28 parents in August 2020 and continued until early December 2020. Sharing
recruiting information on social media groups and with parent-serving organizations in the district,
I recruited parents of children attending school in the district through 7th grade who also reside in
district boundaries. This sampling ensured that participants would likely be part of the district for
the next couple of years and that they are familiar with their neighborhood as residents. While I
didn’t limit the recruitment to a particular area of the district, all eleven my interviews were with
22

parents in the northern part of the district, which is likely due to my recruitment via the social
media groups I chose, the organizations willing to share my recruiting materials, and subsequent
referrals from participants. Due to the limited research time available for this project, I did not
include outreach to parent-teacher associations or other quasi-educational organizations because
this would have required an additional submission of my IRB protocol to the New York City
Department of Education.
The resulting interviews do not include important groups of parents that would contribute to
understanding the District 28 experience: parents of East Asian descent, parents of South Asian
descent, and African American parents. During my preliminary research and throughout the
interview collection, I spoke with six activists of East Asian descent that shared important insights
about the perspectives and experiences of East Asian parents, including the extensive organizing in
the district to resist the District 28 Diversity Plan, as well as citywide organizing in support of
preserving testing to gain access to specialized high schools and gifted & talented programs.
Activists working with organizations serving South Asian immigrants from Bangladesh and
Pakistan emphasized how much language barriers are impacting poor and working immigrants
from accessing needed resources during the Covid-19 pandemic. African American activists
encouraged me to consider why much of the planning around the District 28 Diversity Plan was
happening in the north or central area of the district, and that African American communities in the
southern section of the district simply had not been part of any conversation around “diversity” and
“integration” before the pausing of the planning process. I recognize that the generalizability of the
findings in this research are limited in scope to those parents interviewed.
Adhering to requirements of social distancing, all the interviews took place over Zoom (the
online video conferencing service) and were audio recorded on a personal recording device. While
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researchers have expressed concerned about the quality and nature of video interviews, some found
benefits to the ease of virtual meetings, which reduce the need for travel and setting up safe
physical spaces for interviews (Cech, Jones, & Dinsmore, 2020). I found the experience to be
generally pleasant and the interviews successful. Video meeting may have provided participants
with more comfort than an in-person interview because participants were comfortable at home and
did not require travel by the mostly female participants to meet an unknown male interviewer in
person. This is not to suggest that the digital meeting space is a preferred space to conduct
interviews; connection glitches impacted the quality of two of the interviews, and the abruptness of
“meeting” online made the initial minutes of some interviews awkward.
To initially create comfort and “break the ice”, my interview guide (see Appendix A) began
with simple identity questions about the participants’ families, their children’s schools, and their
neighborhood of residence. The conversation then moved to explore the core question of the
interview: “how do you feel about diversity and integration efforts in District 28?” This was
followed by questions to clarify their responses and to ask more specific questions about their
perspectives on the district and district policies. The interview ended with a short set of
demographic questions. This was always enough to sustain the 45 to 60 minute-long conversation.
In addition, I did ask participants about how the Covid-19 pandemic affected their children’s
school experience, which elicited some intriguing observations.
I completed a total of eleven interviews with parents from September through December of
2020 (see Appendix B, Participant Characteristics, General). Nine of the eleven parents live in
Forest Hills or Rego Park, and two live in the adjacent neighborhood Kew Gardens. Nine of the
parents are women and two are men. Five of the participants had children currently in the three
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Forest Hills and Rego Park middle schools 3, four had children in district elementary schools, and
two had children at both levels. When asked to describe their race, four of the parents interviewed
identified as white, two as “Mediterranean” or mixed (though others would probably describe them
as white), two as Hispanic, two as West Indian, and one as Asian. All interview participants lived
in their current neighborhood for at least three years, and two had resided in Forest Hills for more
than thirty years. I also include public statements from parents made at Community Education
Council meetings in December 2019, and January 4 and February 2020. During the data collection
and analysis, I used pseudonyms to recall the individual interviews while lessening the risk of
breach of confidentiality.
The parents interviewed shared a set of advantages; all of those interviewed owned zoned
access to middle schools with above average state test scores and higher numbers of students
passing the SHSAT high school test, as well as access to elementary schools with sizable white and
Asian student populations, and were economically capable of relocating to or from highly sought
after school districts. Nine of the eleven families make more than $100,000 annually; the two other
families usually earn that much, but they suffered job loss during the pandemic, resulting in lower
income during the last year. All the participants attended at least some college, with five
completing bachelor’s degrees, and three others having graduate degrees. Finally, no parent
expressed satisfaction with the delivery of the District 28 planning process. While some parents
were more aware of the details of the plan than others, most believed it to be opaque, confusing,
and not worthy of trust.

3

Either JHS 157 Stephen Halsey, Russell Sage, or Metropolitan Expeditionary Learning School.

I do not have access to a full recording of the January CEC meeting, but media accounts of this interview provide a
few pieces of data.

4
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Meeting transcripts
In District 28, the meaning that parents make about their children’s school is made within the wider
context of community and policy debate about fairness in school admission methods. I
supplemented the semi-structured interviews with a review of publicly available Community
Education Council Meetings videos and other meetings in the district that discussed the D28
Diversity Plan. In particular, the December CEC meeting this project begins with is a site of rich
data about parent understanding and perspectives about access to schools, school quality, race, and
other contested concepts. Although parents self-select to attend such meetings, Community
Education Council meetings and the meetings by organizations have been a continuing site of
discussion, debate, and questions about the implications of the Diversity Plan, even when held
virtually. I procured recordings of the meetings included in this study through social media
platforms and websites. I downloaded the audio from these recordings and used an online
automated transcription service to create written transcripts that I used to do the analysis.
Describing the district: data sources and presentation
To contextualize the perspectives of parents that I interviewed as well as those expressed in
recorded public forums, I also gathered quantitative data to build my understanding of the
demographic and socioeconomic character of the district. I used publicly available data sources that
describe the demographics of the residents in the district, student bodies at school level and district
level, and school and district level academic achievement. The website socialexplorer.com
provided data from the US Census’ 2018 American Community Survey (5-year estimates) of
residents of the neighborhoods in the district. The New York State Education Department website 5

5

https://data.nysed.gov
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provided much data related to the district student population by race, language, and economic need.
Most of the data I used related to school level demographic information came from New York
City’s Open Data site 6 and from the Citizen’s Committee for Children of New York’s online
database 7. New York City’s Office of District planning provided additional district and school
level information about student body sizes and demographics. To identify school and district level
achievement on state Math and English learning tests, I used New York City’s Department of
Education’s website 8. Much of the data discussed in the chapter “The Shape of a District” originate
from these sources.
To gather more qualitative information about the district (as well as to find participants for
semi-structured interviews), I spoke to about ten people involved in the Diversity Plan as “working
group” members or as members of advocacy organizations that support or oppose changes to
school admissions. My conversations with this group provided me insider knowledge that an
outsider like myself was not be aware of and helped me make choices about the direction of my
research.
Data Analysis
Deterding and Waters’ “Flexible Coding of In-depth Interviews: A Twenty-first-century
Approach” (2018) illuminated my analytical path as I coded the data collected from interviews and
the public meetings. Their critique of some qualitative analysis as overly reliant on grounded
theory and inductive reasoning helped me recognize my research approach as abductive. An
abductive approach “is aimed at theory construction. This approach rests on the cultivation of
anomalous and surprising empirical findings against a background of multiple existing sociological

https://data.cityofnewyork.us/
https://data.cccnewyork.org/data/map/1395/school-district-racialethnic-representativeness#1395/401/5/1647/99/a/a
8
https://infohub.nyced.org
6
7
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theories and through systematic methodological analysis” (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012) and
assumes some a priori theory informs the findings of the researcher during data collection.
Immediately following each interview, I spent a few minutes taking notes about the
interview experience, including my impressions of the conversation and the participant. These
memos helped me recall the gestalt of interview, and what themes and perspectives would be
important to return to during my analysis (Blaikie, 2010). Within a week of the interview, I
transcribed and read each interview transcript, and then deleted the audio recording to protect
participant confidentiality. I used the quantitative analysis program Atlas.ti to centralize the
interview data and the meeting transcripts in order to analyze and make my findings. I employed in
vivo coding on my first cycle of coding the transcripts. Usually associated with grounded theory, in
vivo coding identifies themes and codes in participants’ own words, and so can be argued most
clearly reflects the perspectives the participants chose to express (Saldaña, 2016, 107). At the same
time, if I found compelling quotations I saved them for potential inclusion in the work. I then
departed from grounded theory practices by grouping the in vivo codes into themes from my
interview guide and literature review. Then in the second cycle of coding, I used these themes as
pattern codes (Saldaña, 2016, 236). The emergent patterns and themes found in the two rounds of
data analysis form the basis of this study’s findings.
The researcher’s positionality
My research interest in the relationship between school segregation, policy efforts to address
inequity, and parental reaction to such efforts is the result of my personal experiences as a parent
and activist. On my daughter’s first day of Kindergarten in a downtown Brooklyn public school, I
was naively stunned by the stark racial separation of white students into the “gifted & talented”
class and the Black and Latinx students into regular Kindergarten. My concern and curiosity about
28

the relationships between segregation, race, and parent choice that prevail in the educational
experience of New York City schools has developed in the years since. I actively contribute to
parent and teacher efforts focused on educational justice and equity in New York City schools, and
from 2014-2016, I was a member of the Community Education Council in the Brooklyn public
school district that is often referenced in the ongoing struggle in District 28.
My personal characteristics functioned as a both an asset and limitation during the research.
As a white, monolingual, middle-aged, middle-class man working in a non-profit setting and living
in Brooklyn (“advantaged”, as I describe the parents and participants in this work), I was able to
navigate phone and email conversations with other non-profit staff to gain access to social media
platforms and newsletters. My familiarity with the New York City school system, citywide issues,
and the Diversity Plan helped me speak confidently with District 28 Working Group members and
people involved in District 28. On the other hand, my knowledge of the Queens neighborhoods that
make up District 28 is extremely limited and my access to communities that do not use English as a
first language is even more so. In addition, the relatively high media profile of the Diversity Plan in
media and community conversation made some people – especially those actively opposed to the
planning process – suspicious of my motives as an outsider for doing this research 9.
Impact of the pandemic on the research
Not surprisingly, the Covid-19 pandemic impacted my research efforts. While the original intent of
this study was to focus on an ongoing District 28 Planning process – which would have included
community meetings and workshops to develop a plan – the pause in the process resulting from
organized resistance in January and February was continued indefinitely due to the pandemic.
While one result of the pandemic was that parents were less focused on the paused diversity and
For example, I was asked where my funding came from, and whether I was associated with “School Colors”, a
podcast that discusses race in New York City schools and is actively recording a season about District 28.

9
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integration efforts in the district, it also created a physical distance that hindered my ability to build
personal relationships that may have yielded more interviews and a potentially more diverse group
of respondents. Instead, respondents came from social media outreach and personal referrals that
were clustered in the northern part of the district -- I had hoped to complete interviews with a more
heterogeneous group of parents. While it was disappointing to not include data from a wider
breadth of parents, the external limitations resulting in interviews exclusively does yield a more
specific analysis and builds on my prior research with advantaged parents.
In addition to the ongoing pandemic throughout the study, a large portion of the district
overlapped with a Covid-19 breakout that resulted in the suspension of all in-person school
activities for more than two weeks in October (Williams, 2020), followed by a citywide closing of
schools in mid-November (Shapiro, 2020b). The community organizations I reached out at this
time were unable to share the research opportunity with their constituencies because they were
focused on pandemic related efforts, and I was unable to do any effective recruiting during this
period. I paused my recruiting until the later weeks of October when schools reopened. While I had
hoped for more interviews, I’m energized by the findings resulting from the 11 interviews
completed in combination with the other data collected.
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The Shape of a District: the DivAQerse Students and Segregated Schools of District 28
The sprawling boundaries of Queens District 28 (see Figure 1) intersect about half a dozen
neighborhoods in the middle of the borough, bound by five other school districts (see Figure 2).
Among the most racially diverse in the city, four racial and ethnic groups comprise most of the
student population in the district. District 28 is 30 percent Asian, 28 percent Hispanic, 22 percent
Black and 18 percent white (Table 1). Compared to the rest of Queens, the district enrolls a similar
proportion of Asian students, a significantly lower proportion of Hispanic students, more Black
students, and the same percentage of white students (Table 1). Compared to the entire city, there is
a notably higher representation of Asian students, and much smaller representation of Hispanic
students (Table 1). The district educates approximately 40,000 total students and is comprised of
40 public elementary and middle schools (District 28 CEC, 2020) making it about the tenth largest
district in the city (Sorden, et al., 2019, 58). Fifteen other public charter and high schools lie within
District 28 but are not under the district’s jurisdiction.
Like most of the schools in New York City, District 28 schools are racially segregated. The
Citizen’s Committee for Children of New York (CCC) found that during the 2018-2019 school
year, none of the fifty-five schools within District 28’s geographic borders (this includes high
schools and charter schools not administered by the district or overseen by the Community
Education Council) were representative of the district’s racial makeup (Kaufman, 2020). The CCC,
like the School Diversity Advisory Group, defines representation using dissimilarity measure 10,
calls District 28 one of the most segregated districts in the city (Sorden, et al., 2019, 49). While
using dissimilarity as a measure of school segregation is common, it is worth noting that this level

The dissimilarity index is a commonly used tool to measure segregation. It measures the degree to which two
different groups are distributed among units in an area (Mawene & Bal, 2020).
10
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of dissimilarity is only possible because the district educates large groups of students who identify
as being from one of the four racial or ethnic groups noted above. The district is one of only ten of
the thirty-two community school districts in New York City in which more than 10% of the student
population identify as white (Kucsera & Orfield 2014).
The SDAG defines a school as representative if its enrollment by race or ethnicity is within
ten percent of the enrollment of its wider school district (Sorden, et al., 2019). Using this definition,
Figure 3 shows that District 28 schools are either unrepresentative (red) or somewhat representative
(yellow), and none are representative (green), meaning that not one district school – elementary or
middle school - has a student population in which the student body racial composition is within ten
(10) percentage points of the enrollment the district overall. But this level of district-wide
segregation may be experienced differently by students at the individual school level. While eight
of the schools in the district fulfill Kucsera and Orfield’s definition of apartheid schools – schools
where "99-100% of the schools are students of color” (2014, 32), the isolation of students by race
is complicated by the presence of very similar numbers of four different racial and ethnic groups in
the district’s student population. For example, only a single school at an elementary or middle
school level, enrolls a majority of white students, and only two schools exist where Asian students
are a majority (see Appendix C, D28 Schools by Race, 2018-2019).
Using an absolute measure based around “exposure” paints a somewhat different, more
optimistic picture 11. The isolation index, which quantifies the average composition of schools
experienced by the average student from a given racial group, suggests that some of the schools in
the district exposure children of different races and ethnicities to each other. Described as
“unrepresentative” by the CCC’s definition, there are two elementary schools and one middle
In this case. Absolute measures can also suggest more segregation if the population being assessed is already
homogenous.
11
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school where each of the four racial and ethnic groups comprises at least ten percent of the student
body – a school experience with higher levels of exposure that may feel integrated to a student or
parents. For example, at Metropolitan Expeditionary Learning School (MELS) a middle school and
high school in Forest Hills, forty percent of the students are Hispanic, and each of the other three
racial and ethnic groups make up at least seventeen percent of the school’s student body (see
Appendix C). That said, there are very few schools where white and Black students and Asian and
Black students learn in the same schools throughout the district, suggesting that the history of
residential segregation and isolation of Black students discussed earlier is not contradicted in
District 28. Similar to national trends, Asian students are more likely to learn in schools with white
students than are Black or Latinx students (Monarrez et al., 2019). Except for the aforementioned
MELS, there are no middle schools in which a school that has more than 10% Black students that
also has even 5% white students (see Appendix C).
District 28 school admissions
While evidence suggests that New York City's prevalence of “screened” school admission
methods contributes to increased segregation (Sorden, et al, 2019; Shapiro, 2020a), school
assignment in District 28 is accomplished mostly by zoned or zoned preference 12 - even at the
middle school level. In New York City, most districts that have implemented diversity plans have
all focused on middle school admissions, not elementary school admission, which is generally
decided by a student’s home address. Both the physical length of the district and the link between
home address and school access are arguments that those opposed to the D28 Diversity Plan
emphasize: children should be zoned for their “neighborhood schools”, at both an elementary and

Students are guaranteed a match to their zoned program, based on either the zone in which they reside or the zone in
which their current school is located (New York Appleseed, 2020).
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middle school level. .
The thirteen district middle schools are generally unscreened (assignment is based on the
student’s home address) with just two middle schools (Queens Gateway to Health Sciences
Secondary School and Young Women’s Leadership School, both in Briarwood) using screening
mechanisms of grades and tests scores to offer seats to incoming students (see Table 2). J.H.S. 157
Stephen A. Halsey and J.H.S. 190 Russell Sage, two middle schools often mentioned by
participants as the academically successful schools, are both zoned schools. One analysis of New
York City’s school boundaries and its relationship to school segregation suggest that zones
“essentially replicate residential segregation patterns, while middle school boundaries worsen
school segregation relative to what one would expect from the demographics of surrounding
neighborhoods” (Monarrez, 2018), and this analysis likely applies to District 28. While District 28
middle schools do not use the type of admissions screens based on test scores, grades, or
attendance that benefit advantaged families to the extent that other districts in the city do, the
residential segregation in the district still results in highly segregated middle schools.
District 28 school achievement
Other New York City districts that have attempted to address school segregation have usually
focused on altering middle school admissions to do so, leaving existing elementary school zones
alone. The District 28 Diversity Plan website suggests middle school admission will be the site of
conversation, as well (D28 Diversity Plan, 2020). While test scores are problematic measures of
academic success, they are often recognized by parents as important measures of school quality.
Therefore, I collected the cumulative ELA and Math state test scores of the thirteen public middle
schools in the district to see if there were any noticeable differences in achievement and placed
them into Table 3. I also reviewed data from an interactive New York Times article (Lee, 2018) that
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listed the number of students from each high school that took and passed the specialized high
school admission test (SHSAT), the sole screening mechanism for access to eight high schools
across New York City.
The district averages just above fifty percent proficiency 13 in both Math and ELA test
scores, making it a “target district” for improvement (see Table 3). There are five middle schools
that have higher rates of proficiency than the district wide average. While the two middle schools
in Forest Hills and Rego Park are part of that group, they are not the highest performing schools in
the district - two other middle schools, one in Jamaica one in Briarwood, have higher overall
proficiency on state tests. Additionally, the third middle school in the northern square of the district
has lower proficiency in state tests than the average for the district and sends less than six students
annually to specialized high schools (Lee, 2018). The two higher rated middle schools in Forest
Hills and Rego Park do have the most students that take and pass the SHSAT test – both above 50
students in 2018 - but two other smaller middle schools in the district have proportionally similar
numbers of students that pass the SHSAT test (Lee, 2018).
There are likely reasons for the relative success of various middle schools throughout
District 28: the two highest scoring schools use screening mechanisms for admission, and four of
the top five schools have fewer economically disadvantaged and English-language learners than
average for the district. It is also likely some schools emphasize testing more than others.
Regardless, the successful test results of the middle schools outside of Forest Hills and Rego Park
runs counter to the assumption of many public commenters and interview participants that the
schools in the northern part of the district are “better” than those farther south. While parents may
have many reasons to prefer one school over another, the stark segregation between schools in the
Students considered proficient demonstrate knowledge, skills, and practices defined by New York Common Core
Learning Standards for English Language Arts/Literacy and Mathematics.
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district does not perfectly correlate to academic outcomes, at least based on the metric of test
scores.
One school district, three geographic sections
In New York, the thirty-two community school districts are boundary lines that border,
intersect, and divide existing neighborhoods. Using the website Social Explorer to manipulate
2018’s 5-Year American Community Survey data, I roughly approximated the shape of the school
district by census tracts to compile a district wide demographic report that represents the residents
within the school district boundaries (see Appendix D: Data Reports Generated for D28 Three
Areas Comparison). At the same time, I separated the district into three sections and created
separate demographic reports: the northern square, which includes Forest Hills and Rego Park; the
central area, which includes Kew Gardens and Briarwood; and the southern section, which
includes Jamaica, Richmond Hill, and parts of Ozone Park and South Jamaica. I did so to confirm
some of the assertions that participants made about the makeup and character of different
neighborhoods within the district and found this heuristic exercise to be relatively useful to
illuminate some of the socioeconomic and racial differences between sections of the school district.
Spatially, District 28 appears horizontally long and irregularly shaped - one participant
called it a “green bean”. The district spans 8.5 miles of Queens in a mostly north-to-south shape
(see Figure 2). The square, most northern portion is home to Forest Hills and Rego Park, and is
delineated to the north by Interstate 495, abuts the massive Flushing Meadows -- Corona Park to
the east. Woodhaven Boulevard provides the western border. Moving south and east, the “center”
of the district begins after crossing the multi-lane Jackie Robinson Parkway squeezing between
Forest Park on the west and Flushing Meadows Park to the east, and then opens to a large area that
includes parts of Kew Gardens, Briarwood, Richmond Hill, a sliver of Ozone Park, and Jamaica.
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The central and southern sections of the district are roughly separated by a commercial and
municipal area called “downtown Jamaica” that includes Queens Family Court, a medical center,
and the Long Island Railroad (LIRR) Jamaica yards. Below the train yards, the southern section
opens into Jamaica, which houses a mix of standalone homes and high rises. An oddly shaped
peninsula juts out the southeastern corner of the district, which includes the multi-story housing
development of Rochdale Village. The E/F and J/Z subway lines traverse the district and the LIRR
crosses through central part of the district in an east/west direction.
Before comparing socioeconomic indicators of the neighborhoods within District 28, it
bears noting that the district is relatively well off – and not just in the wealthiest, whitest part of the
district. Compared to other districts in the city, District 28’s students are collectively more
economically comfortable compared to the other districts in New York City. Emphasis on
“relative”: seventy percent of the students in the district are economically disadvantaged (NY State
Education Department, 2020), but the district ranks just 27 of 32) on the student economic need
index – just above Brooklyn’s District 15, the district that recently adopted weighted lottery
admissions for middle school (Citizens Committee for Children of New York, 2021). Still, there
are notable differences between the wealth, education levels, and racial composition of the
neighborhoods that comprise the district.
While the overall district appears racially heterogeneous – Figure 4 reflects that white,
Black, Asian, and Latino populations each comprise from 20 to 24% of the overall population residential segregation by race and ethnicity in different parts of the district is apparent. People
living in the northern square neighborhoods of Forest Hills and Rego Park tend to be whiter and/or
of East Asian descent, and wealthier, than those living in others parts of the district. The central
area of the district is relatively heterogeneous, compared to the other two sections of the district.
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The neighborhoods in the southern section are home to more Southeastern Asian immigrant, Black,
and Latinx residents (Figure 5).
Northern Square
Most of the interviews I conducted were with residents of Forest Hills and Rego Park, which
comprise the northern square. While the large Queens Boulevard cuts through both Forest Hills and
Rego Park, both neighborhoods are mostly residential, with many large single-family homes and
pleasant parks interspersed. There are two or three roads like Austin Avenue lined with high-end
boutiques, expensive grocery stores, and sit-down restaurants. Forest Hill Gardens, a planned
community with a housing covenant, was funded by the Margaret Sage of the Russell Sage
Foundation and is a bucolic public/private development of large Tudor style homes, small,
walkable streets, and plenty of greenery; two other covenant bound areas, Forest Close and Arbor
Close, are nearby (“Forest Hills Gardens”, n.d.). Other parts of the neighborhood are denser, and
there are sections of high-rise and post-World War two apartment buildings. Rego Park is a
historically Jewish area of Queens, as an initial wave of Jewish immigration around the turn of the
twentieth century was followed by a second wave of Jewish immigrants arriving from the former
Soviet Union (Foner, 2001).
Forest Hills is the site of historically significant organized political resistance to efforts at
residential integration. In the early 1970’s, New York City approved the construction of lowincome housing in Forest Hills, with the specific intention of economic and racial housing
integration (Gill, 2004). Called scatter-site housing, this approach accepted that lower-income
public housing would serve mostly African American residents and created desegregation by
building new housing in middle class, mostly white neighborhoods (Wishnoff, 2005). Scatter-site
housing was a city-wide endeavor and faced organized resistance in many different white ethnic
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neighborhoods, and Forest Hills was no exception.
The backlash in Forest Hills included numerous disrupted public hearings, threats of
violence in the media, and physical confrontations with police and supporters of the public housing
project (Wishnoff, 2005). Former Mayor Mario Cuomo, who led the compromise that resulted in a
smaller scale project than originally planned, recalled in Forest Hills Diary: The Crisis of LowIncome Housing the personal hostility of the opposition to the project (1975). The political conflict
contributed to the demise of New York’s liberal Democratic machine and “the protests and
political compromises that punctuated the Forest Hills controversy symbolized the failure of the
city’s integration policies and contributed to the decline and fall of its public housing program”
(Wishnoff, 2005, 5). This political battle in Forest Hills was so salient nationally that Richard
Nixon campaigned against the housing plan to appeal to more conservative Democratic voters in
the 1972 presidential election (Wishnoff, 2005).
Almost half of those residing in the northern square of the district are white – 47.7%. About
30% of residents are Asian, fifteen percent identify as Latino/Hispanic, and just three percent of
residents identify as Black (Figure 5). The northern section is significantly whiter and less Black
and Latinx than most of Queens and the rest of New York. Of course, calling Forest Hills and Rego
Park “white” and “Asian” doesn't fully describe the residents of the neighborhoods. Many of the
people in Forest Hills are immigrants or children of immigrants, including large populations of
Russian and Jewish immigrants (Viega, 2020). In this section of Forest Hills, Asian people tend to
be descended from immigrants from East Asian countries, like China, Japan, or South Korea (see
Appendix D). The understanding that Forest Hills is home to many first and second generation
immigrants, white people with a sense of ethnic identity, and lots of people of Asian descent, led
interview participants to describe the area as “diverse”.
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Almost all of the socioeconomic factors I collected suggest that northern square residents
have more wealth, property, and educational attainment than the rest of the district (see Table 4).
The median family income there is more than $74,000, which is $13-14,000 more annually than the
two other areas. More than ninety-two percent of residents above 25 years old completed high
school, and more than half have achieved a bachelor's degree or more (see Appendix D). Twentytwo percent of residents are considered “poor or struggling”, which is lower than average for the
wider district, and seventy-seven percent are “doing okay”; forty-six percent of residents live in
owner-occupied homes (see Table 4). The rents and property values in the northern square are
higher than the property values in neighborhoods in the remainder of the district, including parts of
Jamaica, Richmond Hill, Briarwood, Kew Gardens and South Ozone Park (Parrott, 2019).
Center Area
Beginning just south of the Jackie Robinson Parkway and Flushing Meadows Corona Park, the
center area is comprised of the neighborhoods of Kew Gardens, Briarwood, and parts of Richmond
Hill, Jamaica, and Jamaica Heights. The center area is less white than the northern square; Asian
and Latino communities each comprise thirty-two percent of residents, while twenty-eight percent
of residents are white, and twelve percent identify as African American – far more than in the
northern square (see Figure 5). While Asian Americans in the northern square primarily descend
from East Asian countries like Japan, more than half of those identifying as Asian in the center area
are of Indian and Bangladeshi descent, with significant numbers hailing from Pakistan and the
Philippines (see Appendix D)., As noted, I’ve broken the district into three areas to compare
differences in socioeconomic indicators. But there is an argument that the two neighborhoods
comprising the center area, Kew Gardens and Briarwood, could be distinguished from one another.
Most of the white residents in the area live in Kew Gardens, and Briarwood is home to more
Southeast Asian immigrants.
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Residences in the center area are more densely built, with more multi-story apartment
buildings and commercial corridors. There are still sections with single family homes, parks like
the eponymous Kew Gardens, and the western border is Forest Park; the eastern side of Briarwood
is home to Captain Tilly Park. On the eastern side of I-678, Briarwood has similar housing stock,
but also abuts downtown Jamaica, a large area of high-rise office buildings, a medical center, and
municipal buildings (one houses the Community Education Council). Briarwood includes the
Jamaica Educational Campus is, a complex of four high schools that used to be Jamaica High
School. Jamaica High School was previously a well-known, successful high school where
dwindling attendance, falling test scores, and events of violence led to its closure in 2014 (Cobb,
2015). In the February CEC meeting about the diversity plan, New York City Councilmember
Adrienne Adams spoke about the great loss the community felt when the Bloomberg administration
closed Jamaica High School against the wishes of many community members and students (Our
Children’s Voice, 2020).
The center area’s wealth, poverty, and education indicators are less successful than those
found in the northern square and the southern district, as reflected in Table 4. The median
household income, $60,138, is the lowest in the district. Almost thirty-seven percent of residents
are considered “poor or struggling”, and just 33.3% live in owner-occupied homes - much lower
than both the northern square and southern section. Only sixty-three percent of residents are
considered “doing okay”, the lowest in the school district. Educational attainment is similar to that
found in the southern district: about eighty percent of adults over 25 have completed high school,
and thirty-four percent have completed a bachelor’s degree.
Southern section
South of the Long Island Railroad yards, the southern section of District 28 sprawls southward,
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almost reaching the Belt Parkway, just north of JFK Airport. Most of the southern section is
Jamaica, but it also includes parts of South Ozone Park and Richmond Hill. An isthmus pokes out
from the southeast corner of the district to include Rochdale Village’s many high rises of
cooperative housing and is home to three public schools – two elementary and one middle school.
Most of the residents in the southern section are African American – more than 56% (see Figure 5).
Approximately fifteen percent are Hispanic or Latino, and about thirteen percent of residents are of
Asian descent. People of Indian and Bangladeshi descent make up eighty-seven percent of those
identifying as Asian (see Appendix D). Only two percent of the southern district identifies as white
(see Figure 5)
Rochdale Village notwithstanding, the southern section feels the most spacious and open of
the three areas in the district. Many of the blocks in the section are tree-lined with smaller singlefamily homes. There are a few medium-sized parks, such as the lovely Baisley Pond Park. The
southern section shares access to downtown Jamaica with the center area. Most of the stores that
line busier thoroughfares have fewer high-end boutiques or restaurants than would be found in
Forest Hills. Instead, most are chain stores and fast-food franchises.
The southern section has similar socioeconomic indicators as the center area. The median
household income is $61,508, a bit more than the center area but $13,000 less than the northern
square. Almost thirty-three percent of residents are considered “poor or struggling”, which is less
than but similar to the center area (see Table 4). However, forty-seven percent of residents live in
owner-occupied homes, which is the highest percentage in the district, just above the northern
square (see Table 4). The previously mentioned prevalence of single-family homes and the large
cooperatively owned Rochdale Village may contribute to this. Educational attainment is basically
the same as the center area. Though less than the northern square, about eighty percent of adults
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over 25 have completed high school, and thirty-four percent have completed a bachelor’s degree
(see Table 4).
During my research, I found that informants, participants, media (Viega, 2020), and even
scholars (Biscoff, 2008) remarked on the odd shape of the district, using the term “gerrymandered”
as a descriptor. The shape of the district was often mentioned alongside concerns that new
admissions policies might result in students needing to travel significant distances to school. In
CEC meetings, parents publicly claimed that traveling from Forest Hills to Jamaica would take “an
hour” (Mohama, 2019), while district residents more sympathetic to the diversity planning process
suggested the longest one-way transit trip in the district would only take 45 minutes. Google maps
suggest both estimates have some legitimacy, depending on where one starts and finishes the trip. I
visited using my car and found that north to south travel (using the large roads and highways) took
about 20 to 25 minutes. I have not located any information on the original creation of New York
City’s community school districts to definitively answer why the district has its shape.
Of course, much more than statistics and maps comprise the experiences and perspectives
of that students and residents, but demographic and socioeconomic indicators shared here assist our
understanding of the complexity and context of lives lived within man-made boundaries like a
school district. Whether or not the district is “gerrymandered”, it encompasses many distinct
neighborhoods, travel within the district does not generally take place in a north to south fashion,
and there is a lack of belief that the district is a cohesive community. As one attendee at the
December CEC Meeting stated, “I’m not sending my kid to Jamaica – it’s another world”
(Mohama, 2019). This phrase -“it’s another world” - carries a set of implicit understandings that
parents have about the quality and nature of schools, in relationship to space, race, distance, and
neighborhoods that I explore in my findings.
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The Ambiguity of Diversity

During one of my first conversations about the district, I was told that “it’s a rule in Queens that
you have to mention the diversity.” In the meetings I’ve attended since the spring of 2020, this rule
is followed; usually, the facilitator or featured speaker will mention diversity during their opening
remarks. In the (virtual) public meetings I attended and during interviews, people appeared
genuinely appreciative of the extraordinary racial and ethnic diversity in Queens, and no one
expressed a desire for ethnic and racial isolation.
That said, parents of children attending school in the district carried several different
interpretations of the term “diversity” and deployed it for a variety of purposes. Colorblind
ideology makes talking directly about race and racial inequalities very difficult (Modica, 2015) and
the word diversity was often used to obfuscate direct conversations about race in the district.
Parents used diversity ideology to both express appreciation for the racial and cultural diversity of
District 28 and reject the need to actively address the segregation of schools in the district. Many
parents worried that diversity threatened school quality and meritocratic measures like tests for
access to competitive schools and programs. The parents who were most supportive of reform
efforts to desegregate the schools believed racial diversity in schools was a prerequisite for an antiracist public school system, but also felt that “diversity” was used by other parents to resist
discussions of racial inequities. Sometimes, diversity was used a shield to avoid addressing
segregation; other times it was understood as a threat to existing advantages; and at other times,
diversity was critiqued as a term that was used to avoid challenging racism and segregation.
Cultural theorist Stuart Hall explained that “ideologies provide those systems of meaning,
concepts, categories, and representations which make sense of the world” (Hall, 2019) an apropos
description of the “common sense” explanations of the contested planning process that emerged
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from conversations I had with parents in the Fall of 2020. In the data I collected in my
conversations with participants and observations of public meetings, participants provided
consistent, internally logical perspectives about school segregation in the district, and what
strategies would be most effective to improve the district. While some parents believed District 28
schools should pursue desegregation, most employed a diversity ideology that justified the existing
school admissions system and explained existing residential segregation and school inequities as
the result of individual and cultural choices. In the following discussion, I explore how parents
made meaning in relation to potential changes to the school admissions system in District 28 by
deploying diversity as a shield, diversity as a threat, and diversity as a benefit. Though individual
parents could be inconsistent and employ multiple frames, these labels informs our understanding
of how parents in District 28 engaged with the proposed diversity planning process.
Diversity as shield
Uniformly, the parents I spoke with who were resistant to school admissions changes asserted that
Queens, their neighborhood, and the schools their children attended were already diverse. When
asked his thoughts about the diversity plan, Ivan, a father of four in Forest Hills, responded “I
always laugh when I hear the word diversity in New York City. Right. It's like, you know, where
else can you be more diverse?” Multiple parents at the December and January meeting emphasized
the existing diversity of Queens, as well (Mohama, 2019). Some parents, like Ingrid, a Forest Hills
mother of two, did this to ensure that I understood they supported diversity generally: “We are all
together, especially here in NYC”. But this use of diversity framed it as a colorblind condition,
decentering any premise that racial segregation or inequity in district schools was a problem to be
addressed.
Mayorga-Gallo observes that appreciation for diversity can be used as a technique to
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absolve the individual of any action to remedy structural racism (2014), similar to Embrick’s
findings in corporate settings: when more categories that count for diversity are introduced, there is
less focus on addressing systemic racial inequities (2011). Describing his feelings about the plan,
Jay, a father of two girls who grew up and still lives in Forest Hills, said “my daughter's school, as
well as my alma mater is already mixed... because it may not be the mix that you want doesn't
mean that it's not mixed”. Similarly, another long-time Forest Hills resident, Mary, noted
incredulously, “they're being, I guess, picky about what they're counting is diverse… they're telling
us that we're not diverse enough. I'm like, are you kidding me? Did you come to international
night?” These interpretations relied heavily on a definition of diversity as an expanding mixture of
differences (Petts 2020), not focused on the racial or socioeconomic composition of student bodies
in schools. Giselle, a Rego Park resident with one child in elementary school and another at Halsey
middle school, explained her disregard for the diversity plan because ““they're not counting, you
know, linguistic or ethnic or religious diversity as diversity”. Asserting diversity as already
existing, while at the same time defining diversity to include differences beyond race and ethnicity,
allowed these parents to question and resist efforts to desegregate district schools.
But other parents saw claims that the district was “already diverse” as a technique to avoid
centering race and equity in discussions about school district policy. Describing her child’s school,
which has very few Black and working-class students, Lauren, a white union organizer with two
elementary school children in District 28, observed “you can understand diversity in a way that’s
not true... you can say, ‘I have a friend from India, right, and everybody speaks a different
language... but it's like kind of BS.” She continued by noting that the students in her son’s class
were mostly wealthy and there were few Black and Latinx students in the school. Other selfdescribed anti-racist parents mentioned this as well, and preferred words like equity, integration,
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and anti-racism instead of “diversity” to describe their own perspectives on the diversity plan, like
Sara, a white mother on her child’s School Leadership Team in Kew Gardens: “Um, I certainly am
a proponent of equity... I think diversity, is perhaps the wrong term to use.” The parents that
believed anti-Blackness and racism were as the root of issues in District 28 pushed back against
using diversity to avoid discussing racial inequity during the diversity plan.
The ambiguous meaning of the word means that diversity can be deployed either to center
racial minorities, or as a colorblind description of different characteristics (Petts, 2020). In District
28, the use of the term “diversity” to avoid race-conscious language was ubiquitous. In fact,
representatives from the DOE and WXY employed the same technique during public meetings. In
reaction to a parent’s question “what do you mean [my emphasis] by diversity?” a WXY staff
member explained “what we mean when we say diversity... it includes housing, diversity, gender
diversity, uh, religious diversity, ethnic diversity, linguistic diversity, racial diversity and
more.”(Mohama, 2019). Similar to this litany of possible categories of diversity, a Department of
Education representative explained the process by which members of diversity plan’s working
group were chosen as: “We know that what's so wonderful about District 28 is that it's really
diverse and so we did our best to try to make sure that the group had a diversity of different
backgrounds, ethnicity, culture, cool educational experiences.” Both quotes in the meeting contrast
with the SDAG’s more racially explicit edict that “districts [should] analyze controlled choice,
screens, gifted and talented and other admissions policies and programs in terms of improving or
perpetuating schools that are isolated based on race or other factors” (Sorden et al., 2019, 76),
which prioritizes addressing racial isolation, then other factors – not the introduction of additional
“diversities”.
At the same time, some parents’ frustration with the meetings they attended was due to
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explicit invocations of race, racial inequities, and racism within the district as part of the reasoning
for the diversity process. Naming racial and systemic inequities based on white privilege created
discomfort for many parents. Describing her frustration with the diversity planning process,
Giselle, who is a white, immigrant parent, said “I’ve never been attacked as racist until the
diversity plan.” Ingrid, the Forest Hills mother passionately opposed to the diversity planning
process, described her reaction to other parents’ use of the term “white privilege” at CEC meetings:
“now I'm considered a white privileged person. Uh, I don't consider myself that, but under the new
Bible I am, and it's infuriating me, it's offensive to me 14”. Additionally, race can be challenging to
discuss for people of all races. Jay, who is of Japanese descent, expressed frustration with the
diversity plan because it “became a white Black thing”. Jackie, who is Hispanic, said that she
didn’t “teach her kid to see color” when discussing her son’s social experience at school. Often, it
seemed easier for District 28 parents to talk about diversity rather than race.
Organic segregation
Some parents even interpreted the residential segregation that heavily contributes to school level
segregation to be a part of the district’s “diversity”. While many in District 28 resisted the diversity
planning process by using diversity as a shield, most parents did acknowledge that school
segregation exists, while still being resistant to suggested changes to school admission policies.
Many parents believed that school segregation is a result de facto residential segregation patterns
that could not, or should not, be addressed through school admissions policies. Parents described
segregation in the district as “organic” and suggested that efforts to address is should be done
slowly, voluntarily, or naturally. Not all parents ascribed to this interpretation of segregation; the
parents that supported the diversity planning process connected the segregation of Black and Latinx
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By “Bible”, she was referring to liberal or left political perspectives of other parents.
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communities from white communities to a history of anti-Blackness and housing discrimination,
and multiple parents mentioned the lack of affordable housing in Forest Hills and Rego Park as a
reason why the district was racially segregated.
Often, parents explained residential segregation as the expected result of individual or
cultural choices. Jackie, a Hispanic mother in Forest Hills with two elementary aged children, said
“some of these families want to be surrounded by their own ethnicity. They want to be surrounded
by their own culture,” and “a lot of them say that they've moved to certain neighborhoods to be
around their communities... like you go to Chinatown and there's a lot of people there from China,
you know, you go to Korean town, there's a lot of people from Korea.” Ingrid, who is Jewish,
explained that for her family lived in Forest Hills because living near Jewish friends and family
was important to them, and that this was true for different groups of people. Ivan, who grew up in
Brooklyn, suggested that Queens was “different” - diversity plans would be easier to implement in
Brooklyn, but in Queens, people chose to be residentially segregated.
By describing residential segregation as natural or organic (the same way some foods are
marketed) school segregation became a more benign condition that was not intentional and no
one’s fault. Another way parents described school segregation resulting from organic residential
segregation in District 28 was to contrast it to de jure, or “on purpose” segregation. When I asked
Giselle if she thought the district needed to desegregate its schools, she answered, “From my
perspective, the schools are not segregated. I think segregation is illegal.” and continued, saying
“and I think that if anyone did [on] purpose segregation, they should be accountable and maybe
even punished because, um, it's illegal.” Lassiter’s observation that de facto segregation is innocent
segregation is apt here (2009): Giselle did not consider the quantifiable racial segregation of
students in District 28 to be the result of nefarious or illegal individual action, so therefore, it was
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an acceptable condition.
Similarly, the unintentional nature of existing segregation meant that remedies should not
be compulsory or immediate; segregation could be addressed in less prescriptive ways than what
the diversity plan was rumored to do. Petra, a West Indian parent of four children in the district,
said “creating, um, natural environments for us to integrate, not forceful” and “there are so many
ways that you can think of naturally integrating and then making friends then one thing to move
somewhere or to be together.” A similarly minded parent was opposed to the DOE and WXY
Studio being the forces that led to integration: “like we want to integrate, we want diversity, but we
want it to be done organically... of course, I don't think they should be forced... it shouldn't be, let's
make the change overnight and you have to do it.” By understanding residential segregation as
unintentional and innocent, proactive efforts to remedy the resulting school segregation were
perceived by parents to be in conflict with the benign choices made by the diverse communities
that live in the school district.
Diversity as threat
One of the defining public pronouncements about the diversity plan came from a Black member of
the Community Education Council. During the section of the December meeting reserved for CEC
members to ask questions of the presenters from WXY Studio, he connected the word “diversity”
to other citywide conversations around the administration of specialized high schools and gifted
and talented elementary programs: “Is it a way of meaning of getting rid of the specialized high
school tests? Is it a diplomatic word to use to get rid of the gifted and talented program? Is it a
diplomatic way of getting rid of certain things that you want to?” Parents, CEC members, and
elected officials more opposed to changes to the admissions policies tended to juxtapose diversity
with meritocracy and school quality, belying the belief that academic success was potentially
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threatened by the district’s diversity plan.
At the same meeting, a white parent read a prepared statement opposing the diversity
planning process. He ended by drawing an explicit connection between diversity and school
quality, stating that the D28 Diversity Plan made “not one mention of the methodology to monitor
the quality of education, the quality of achievement, the quality of test scores, the quality of high
school admissions or the quality of children's educational levels at the output of that education
process” (Mohama, 2019). A few minutes later, another parent asked “What are you going to do to
show that you're going to have improved performance?” (Mohama, 2019). This assertion was made
quite frequently by the organizations advocating against the diversity plan and during CEC
meetings. Mary, the Forest Hills mother, said that “there seems to be an under-focus on increasing
the quality of schools” and more vehemently, another mother at the January CEC meeting said “it
is going to ruin these schools.”
Still, about half of the parents I interviewed did not perceive of diversity as such a threat to
school quality as the parents at the CEC meetings. Both Petra and Felicia, who at times were
vehemently opposed to the diversity plan because they prioritized access to nearby schools for their
children, didn’t express concern that desegregation of students would lead to a decline in school
quality. Similarly, the parents that prioritized anti-racism and supported the diversity plan did not
make the same connection between school quality and diversity, instead seeing the lack of racial
integration as harmful to the quality of schools in the district. These parents thought it racist to
assume that decoupling school admissions from residence would harm school quality. Jennifer, a
white teacher with two elementary school children, said “the meeting was awful, racist, and
horrible”, referring to the January CEC meeting. Other parents at the same meeting made
statements similar to Jennifer’s description (O’Reilly, 2020) and interpreted “diversity as threat” as
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being a racist perspective. I discuss this perspective, that of diversity as a benefit, later in the
findings.
Preserving educational meritocracy
I found a strong connection between opposition or ambivalence toward the District 28 diversity
plan and support for existing screening mechanisms for access to schools based on measures
perceived as “objective”. Many parents felt strongly that the existing meritocratic components of
the city-wide school system like gifted & talented tests, grades in elementary school, and the
SHSAT test were of great value because they rewarded the hard work and intelligence of individual
students. Answering my question about whether the specialized high school admissions process
should change, Ingrid said “I don't like it... again, it removes the part of merit altogether. So they
[any student] could be in any high school in the city, basically. And it's not fair to the kids that do
work hard.” The concept of rewarding students for their hard work arose in a few interviews,
including one where a parent asserted “Those kids that got in [to a specialized high school] had the
same opportunity as others and they got in... that's life.”
Though most parents I interviewed supported admissions screens for high schools and
gifted & talented programs, the most stringent opponents of the diversity planning process valued
quantitative tests as a measure of academic quality and a necessary step to differentiate between the
students - not just for access to schools, but as part of their preferred pedagogy. Giselle, the Rego
Park mother, embraced meritocratic principles starting at in elementary school: “I would choose a
school where the kids perform well in tests and grades because that’s the best academic language”.
Mary, who has a child in their zoned middle school and one in a specialized high school, felt that
high school admission “has to be based on merit and definitely admission [tests] should be kept”.
She argued that this was necessary to preserve the quality of instruction at any given school and
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supported screens at all levels of the school system, because it created “a school culture” of
academic success, and Jay, speaking about the specialized high school test, felt that “the test is
hard, but it’s what creates better students”. Without admission tests or screens, Mary felt that
schools " are teaching to the bottom”, recalling Littler’s description of meritocracy as a system that
requires a top and a bottom (2017). These parents were committed to meritocracy and believed that
the measurement and stratification of students was a part of a successful education.
Still, about half of the parents were less invested in and convinced of the efficacy of
meritocratic measures for school access. Some parents were entirely against quantitative tests for
admissions, like Lauren, who wanted to “fundamentally transform the way we do tests.” She said
“I am very much against the idea that kids test in these ages and these ages just being young. I
consider young through high school, defining the other students that they're exposed to.” The
parents who were generally suspicious of the diversity planning process because they wanted to
preserve access to nearby schools were also less certain about the value of meritocratic tests for
school admission. Jackie, who was aware of the low numbers of Black and Latinx students
attending specialized high schools, said “there are gems in every school from the worst to the best”
and thought that entry to specialized high schools could include principal and teacher
recommendations for students who showed academic excellence or promise. Even Jay, who
expressly supported the SHSAT testing process for meritocratic reasons, was skeptical about the
appropriateness of giving tests to four year old students for access to gifted & talented programs. In
these cases, parents resisted the assumption that quantitative testing that differentiated student
achievement was inherently the fairest method of school admission.
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Closer to home: residence as merit
Some parents were concerned that changing the logic of middle school admissions from residential
zoning to a system that considers racial desegregation would threaten the advantage their children
acquired by living in their preferred middle school zone – a more likely springboard to one of New
York’s specialized or exclusive screened high school. (As described earlier, both Russell Sage and
Halsey middle schools, both zoned in the northern square, produce the most SHSAT students in the
district.) Jay, who grew up in Forest Hills, said “of course I want my child to go to the best school,
that’s why I live in this district.” While a preference for access to nearby schools prevailed when
their children were in elementary and middle school, most of the parents also wanted their children
to gain admittance to competitive specialized or screened high schools throughout New York City.
Ingrid expressed her concerns thusly:
Can I be honest with you on one thing? Sure. I'm concerned. That's when it's time for my
daughter to go to high school, uh, she probably is going to want to go to LaGuardia. Maybe
she's not going to get in... but maybe when it's time and she's going to work really hard
because that's who we are at home... and when she's going to go to high school, I'm going to
be the parent that says you have 5% of getting in and she's going to ask me why... and I'm
going to say because of the city's endeavor to create integration, and you're white, you're
considered white, right? So that's how it is...and she's going to be, well, what did I do? It
has nothing to do with your experience, nothing to do with your background, but it's just
your color.
Here, Ingrid invoked a colorblind logic of equal opportunity to express her deep concern that
reform efforts to remedy historical, systemic inequalities could interrupt the rewards for her
daughter’s individual hard work and talent – even though she was adamant that her child be able to
access high performing middle schools before other district students for reasons of geographic
privilege, not meritocratic performance.
Some parents justified the access their children had to preferred schools to the good choices
they made to live in or move to their current neighborhood. Mary, the mother with a child in a
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specialized high school, appreciated how much her neighbors valued education: “people choose,
actually choose where to live based on the schools. It's very common. If somebody has got a kid
who is coming into school age, they do the homework.” She credited her neighbors for accessing
schools by leveraging their residential privilege. Ivan, whose family moved to Forest Hills about
four years ago, acknowledged “we moved to this neighborhood because we picked the school, we
knew the community, and we want to live here.” This practice was reiterated by others, too –
Ingrid, explaining how important school quality is to her family, told a story about first buying an
apartment one elementary school zone, but when that school didn’t work out for their child, selling
that home and renting an apartment in an adjacent zone. Her family may again use residence as a
tool to gain access to their preferred school for a third time, when their child reaches high school:
“we are going to have to move and, and research again in terms of high school, because the high
school that we are zoned for is not something that we can live with.” But Jennifer, who was
dismayed by some parents’ resistance to the diversity plan, challenged the assumption of
geographic privilege: “because they purchased or rented a place in it, they assume that would
entitle them to certain privilege.” Jennifer was critiquing the implicit assumption of many parents
that their residential address – which is closely linked to their economic resources they have
available for housing – should provide privileged access to their preferred schools.
Physical proximity of both elementary and middle school to home was one of the first
priorities among almost all the parents I spoke with. In particular, the four Hispanic and West
Indian parents all emphasized how important it was for their children’s schools to be close to home,
mentioning the logistical challenges of the work and school day, and comments in the December
CEC meeting echoed these concerns. Those that worked in Manhattan had to consider their
commute times to and from District 28 and how to pick up or have their children get home. Even a
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parent who was very supportive of the diversity plan acknowledged that “we also didn't want to
send our kids far away for school.” Preferring to keep her eldest child nearby to help, Petra, whose
four children range from pre-K to fourth grade, explained “it's kind of difficult to have a family
with more than one sibling, and you have these different ages to deal with, and get them from
multiple places and so on.”
Framing it as a safety issue, multiple parents wanted their children to attend schools closer
to home because they did not feel that middle school students were of the age to travel on public
transportation alone: “My 11-year-old jumping on a bus to go to a junior high? Not yet.” Born in
the Bronx and a mother of a middle school student at MELS, Felicia was ambivalent toward the
diversity plan, particularly because she worried that de-zoning schools would lead to long travel
distances for students. She described feeling unsafe as a child because no one was around and it
was dark when she traveled to her middle school early in the morning, and she did not want her
kids to experience that. While some research has shown that parents perceive schools with more
Black students as unsafe (Billingham & Hunt, 2016), those I spoke with did not discuss in-school
safety; instead, they were focused on the dangers of travel and being able to get to their children if
something happened.
“Busing” was referred to with regularity, though there is no evidence that plans have been
recommended or made to transport students to farther-reaching schools by bus. Ingrid thought that
“we shouldn't be busing, transporting children to further locations where most of the people work
in Manhattan”. The historical echoes of the term, though, suggest that parents in the northern
section were concerned that their children would be forced to go to schools they deemed inferior,
outside of their own neighborhoods (Delmont, 2016). Jennifer, the white mother of two, mentioned
an uncomfortable playground conversation during which a close friend claimed that the DOE was
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“trying to bus” kids from Forest Hills to Jamaica. She felt that this was a scare tactic used by those
unwilling to consider desegregating the schools in the district.
Still, an intriguing tension that emerged among parents supportive of the current school
admissions system was their recognition that school choice could benefit families. At least four
parents shared personal stories about deciding whether to send their child to a desirable program
that would have required more daily travel than their local school. Jay, the long-time Forest Hills
resident, said that his spouse was “willing to send our older daughter to a school in Corona [a
neighborhood to the north of Forest Hills] because she had gotten into a gifted and talented
program there", though they did not end up doing so. Petra noted – and supported – the fact that
some families do send children to farther away middle schools: “there's a school called Louis
Armstrong. So I know some kids who go to loading downtown, they get on the bus, like at seven
o'clock in the morning to get there... but you know, a lot of things is it's your choice, you know, if
you want to make that choice for your child”. Felicia may have best expressed this tension most
clearly:
I'm not moving my kid [from his school] 10 minutes from my house. But if there was a
school in Jamaica or in Rego Park that I feel would give my son the best education,
according to what he's good at, I might have. Just like some parents send their kids to
Manhattan, to the Bronx, to Brooklyn. But that's because that's their choice... it's all about
choice and creating more opportunities where people can move around.
While many parents I interviewed were invested in the potential value of choice for their children,
they became ambivalent when that choice was theoretically extended to parents in other sections of
the district. Justifying their geographic privilege, parents cited either their long-time familial roots
in the northern section of the district or their purposeful relocation there as rationale for their access
to their zoned schools, but at the same time, they valued choice and meritocratic elements of school
admission to preferred middle and high schools outside of their own neighborhoods.
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Anti-Blackness and fear of the unknown: imagining schools in the southern section
As discussed earlier, scholarship shows that parents do conflate the racial composition of student
bodies with the academic quality of a school (Roda & Wells, 2013). Part of pervasive antiBlackness in our society, parents assume that schools with large Black populations are less
academically successful than other schools (Billingham & Hunt, 2016) and this was true in District
28. During both interviews and in public meetings, parents with students in Forest Hills and Rego
Park repeatedly claimed that schools in the center and south of the district were in crisis. The
condition of schools in the south was imagined as being quite dire by some, like Jackie: “I've heard
horror stories from these schools, you know, that the walls aren’t even painted. There's holes in the
walls and they don’t have light bulbs.” Later, she mentioned bugs, rats, and roaches as problems in
southern-located district schools. During the December CEC meeting a parent angrily rejected the
idea that the DOE was invested in improving district schools because “we all know that's a bunch
of BS because there's not a lot of monitoring in low performing schools” (Mohama, 2019).
During the December CEC meeting, in reaction to a parent’s question “What are you going
to do to show that you're going to have improved performance?”, the interim Superintendent
methodically described the academic assessments of various schools in the district, detailing
improvements in test scores at some schools and new leadership at others, assuring the crowd that
not all schools in the southern part of the district were failing. Looking back at Table 3 from the
“Shape of a District” chapter of this work confirms the comments of the interim Superintendent:
while the schools in the northern section of the district appear to be successful, other schools also
seem to be providing successful educational outcomes. But fearful parents in the northern square of
the district were certain that all of the schools below Kew Gardens were entirely unsuccessful. In a
CEC meeting a month later, CEC member Ted Chang said “We hear over-simplifications about
58

good and bad schools that can stigmatize entire schools and their students" and “we hear hurtful
generalizations about mediocrity, but without any constructive solutions that address disadvantages
that students face”(Viega, 2020). These assumptions about the quality of schools in the southern
section by parents living in the north reflect implicit racial biases that led to assumptions about the
qualities of a community and its schools that are not objectively based in fact.
The commonly heard refrain was that parents wouldn’t support the diversity plan because
of the low quality of schools in the southern section of the district, but this complicated other
comments about the importance of sending children to nearby schools. Many parents appeared as
concerned that the diversity plan would place their child in a “bad” school as the distance to the
school from home. Felicia mentioned “feeling bad for those mothers and fathers” and Ingrid
exclaimed “what they have to, to live with in those schools, we realized that why would we want to
send our children there?” Parents that supported desegregation interpreted such claims of poor
educational performance, descriptions of dangerous physical spaces, and a lack of accountability as
evidence of racist imaginings. Sara, who attended the CEC meetings both in person and online, was
distressed by the comments she heard, like “I don't want my kids in school with those kids, and it's
not fair because they're just because their parents didn't work hard enough to live in a nice
neighborhood.” Jennifer, the white teacher with two children in district schools, described a
conversation during which a close friend of hers explained her opposition to the diversity plan
because its adoption would “end up putting her kids in a bad school, or worse.” Jennifer was
disappointed and felt that this was a racist statement. At the December CEC meeting, one attendee
sharply stated “most families in Rego Park and Forest Hills are not going to put their kids on
extensively long commute for the pleasure of attending a subpar school” (Mohama, 2019).
Statements like these which suggest that a combination of implicit bias, distance, and school
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quality contributed to resistance to changes in school admissions in District 28 – not exclusively
the preference to send their children to neighborhood schools or schools that demonstrated
quantitatively successful outcomes.
The model minority myth and cultural racism
While opponents of the diversity planning process preferred to not directly discuss systemic
racial inequities, some were more comfortable discussing race within the narrative of the model
minority myth. At least five of the parents I interviewed were first or second generation
immigrants, and they connected their own or their families’ immigrant status to the narrative of
Asian immigrants’ commitment to educational success. Presented as a reflection of hard work and
the singular avenue for educational and economic ascendancy, parents resisted changes to
meritocratic elements in the status quo school admissions process as an assault on their rights.
Explicitly invoking the immigrant and Asian experience as a reason to oppose the diversity plan,
Giselle, an immigrant herself, explained “a lot of communities are looking to education as a means
to advance. And all they have for themselves is the merit and they work hard and believe that they
can achieve and get something in life.” This is an excellent synopsis of a widely supported
meritocratic purpose of public education, as described in Hochschild & Scovronick’s “The
American Dream and the Public Schools” (2003).
Though my interviews only included one parent of Asian descent, the presence of many
Asian students and families in the district in played a role in how the parents understood the
diversity plan, and how they justified existing school screening and admissions. The experience of
Asian American students was regularly invoked during interviews as the example that justified
support for meritocratic access to specialized high schools and gifted & talented programs. Ingrid
described the diversity planning process as a threat to existing opportunities: “we all see education
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as means to advance in life. And so does the entire Asian community…most of us moved to the
United States for a better opportunity, so... to take away these choices from parents, for me is not
ideal”. Ingrid believed that changing school admissions was an attack on the rights of Asian and
Israeli immigrant students she described as being committed and successful in school: “you're
discriminating by taking their rights to, you know, to advance in life because of things that they
achieve.” The unspoken statement here is that Black and Latinx students have been less successful
than other racial and ethnic groups in educational outcomes and gaining access to schools with
competitive admissions. Instead of understanding that as a systemic problem to be addressed
through proactive desegregation, opponents of the plan believed that individual and community
effort was the preferred path to success.
Recalling Omi & Winant’s “racial formation” theory, parents used the term “Asian” to
indicate students of East Asian descent, most of whom reside in and attend schools in the northern
part of the district. The Southeast Asian communities in Briarwood and Jamaica that originate from
Bangladesh and Pakistan were less visible in the visions put forward of meritocratic immigrant
success. For example, discussing cultural preferences he perceived, Ivan said that “you won’t see a
lot of Asians at MELS” because the curriculum tends to be less test-driven and there is more
emphasis on group work. That said, about a quarter of the students at that school are of Asian
descent – but they tend to descend from Southeast Asian countries (New York State Education
Department, 2020). “Asian”, in this sense, was used by District 28 parents in relationship to the
stereotype of East Asian students as test-focused academically – and therefore able to gain entry to
specialized high schools. Some parents closely identified their familial and cultural experience with
this formation of Asian students as a model of District 28 educational success, and this model was
perceived as threatened by a school admissions policy that replaces meritocratic measures of access
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with measures that account for diversity.
Diversity as benefit
So far, I’ve discussed diversity as a concept that was used as a shield to avoid confronting existing
school segregation or as a threat to prevailing meritocratic elements in district schools, but the term
“diversity” was not exclusively understood in these ways. Many of the parents I spoke with
believed that racial diversity contributed value to their own children’s social and educational
experience, and a few thought that student racial diversity – in combination with other reforms
aimed at equity – was needed to improve the district’s schools. And many of the parents, even
some who were opposed to the diversity planning process, felt the racial and ethnic differences
among residents in their neighborhood was a benefit of city and school life. One parent mentioned
that her family could have moved to Nassau County (a presumably whiter, wealthier community)
but stayed in Queens because of the racial and class diversity of their neighborhood, which was
echoed by other parents who had moved to Queens in adulthood.
The parents that supported the intent of the diversity planning process to desegregate
schools not only for reasons of fairness, but also believed that racial diversity in the classroom led
to improved social educational outcomes. Sara asserted that “students need to see students of color,
and this is all research-based, right?” At the January CEC meeting, another parent referenced
research about educational outcomes as a reason to support the diversity plan, stating “it [diversity]
not only raises the test scores in terms of academic performance but that’s what education is
supposed to be about – diversifying your perspectives” (CBS, 2020). This conceptualization of
diversity was in stark contrast to the conclusions of those who saw diversity as a threat to school
quality measured quantitatively – for these parents, research “proved” that diversity improved
educational outcomes.
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Parents of color also recognized that diversity had educational and social value for their
children. Jackie, whose son is now in middle school, specifically noted that the elementary schools
in her neighborhood were not racially integrated, and that this hurt her children’s educational
experience: “because I have an African American son and there’s so much less of them in school
that sometimes it becomes a burden on them because he’s faced with not having kids that look like
him.” Although Petra, who is West Indian, was concerned that the diversity plan might result in her
children having to travel farther for school, she also felt that the elementary schools would be
improved with more racial diversity: “I think that it’s probably important because the little ones are
not really exposed to other people.” In contrast to the parents more committed to meritocratic
measures in schools, these parents did not always see the schools their children attended as
“already diverse”. They felt that increasing the racial diversity within the schools would be
educationally and socially valuable.
Beyond potential educational benefits of more racially diverse schools, desegregation was
understood by some parents as one part of a larger project to dismantle racism and anti-Blackness.
Lauren framed her general support for the diversity plan as “I think anti-Black racism is the
bedrock of this country”, and reimagined public education thusly: “In an ideal world, I want an
education for my kids that is teaching them how to build a more just world and how to be antiracist and how to talk about race.” Similarly, Jennifer, the white mother of two elementary age
children, expressed support for the diversity plan, but didn’t see physical desegregation as full
integration: “I support the efforts because I think that there's systemic inequality in our schools.
And [its] not the only approach [physical desegregation] because integration is not just putting
Black and brown kids with white and Asian kids.” After expressing her support for changing
school admissions to intentionally desegregate the district’s schools, Sara shared a series of issues
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related to systemic racism she wanted to see addressed: culturally responsive curriculum,
restorative practices, “cops out of schools”, and “teach these kids actual history”. Sara
acknowledged she was paraphrasing the “5 Rs of Real Integration” that reflects the platform of
Integrate NYC, a youth organization that advocates for school integration. The five “Rs” include
integrating schools by race, but also other reforms like ensuring schools receive equitable funding,
implementing culturally and racially responsive trainings and curriculum, replacing the school to
prison pipeline with restorative justice models, and ensuring school staff members are racially
representative of the student bodies they work with (Gonzalez, 2018). For these parents, racial
diversity was understood as a necessary prerequisite for improved educational outcomes and “real”
integration, but not a panacea to address the racial inequities in the district’s schools.
Ultimately, most interviewed parents and those that made comments in public meetings used
existing “diversity” (in all its malleable meanings) in District 28 as a shield to conclude that
proactive efforts to desegregate district schools was unnecessary, and perceived diversity as a
potential threat to meritocratic principles employed in school curriculum and in school admissions.
Similarly, much of the resistance to the diversity plan came from the perception that changing
school admissions threatened the geographic privilege of parents in the northern square of District
28. Many parents believed that quantitative, meritocratic measures like tests contributed to overall
school quality by rewarding hard working students and differentiating successful students from less
successful students. At the same time, they believed that their choice and ability to rent or buy
homes near preferred, zoned schools gave their children the right to attend those schools - while at
the same time improving their children’s chances to test or audition into competitive admissions
schools elsewhere in the city. While a smaller group of parents was supportive of changing
admissions policies to desegregate schools, they were also skeptical of the process and felt that
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farther-reaching reforms were necessary to actively dismantle systems of anti-Blackness. In the
concluding pages, I summarize and synthesize my findings, as well as put forth directions for
further research.
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Concluding Thoughts
“Reluctant efforts to pursue and realize meaningful education reform and equality are further
complicated given the twenty-first century discourse of colorblindness, racial transcendence,
diversity, and inclusion.” (Horsford, 2011, 56).
Research directions
The students and their families of Queens’ District 28 are part of a citywide – and in some ways,
nationwide – conversation about the prevailing racial segregation in public schools. But even in
one of New York’s few districts racially and ethnically diverse enough to use its school admissions
policies to alter the racial composition of its schools, resistance from parents to changing school
admissions policies derailed the conversation in District 28 almost as it began.
District cohesion
When interviewing District 28 parents, it became clear that few had previously considered the
policy implications of their children’s schools existing within a larger school district. Describing
District 28, Mary said "it's like a giant string bean. So it's like not a cohesive community or, you
know, it's not geographical areas that normally are in contact or do things together or one or one
political entity in any way, like one community.” Even parents in support of changing school
admissions admitted “I never thought about being part of a district” when considering a school for
their child. The discontinuity between one’s home neighborhood and school and the wider school
district was regularly noted during interviews and in meetings. This seems a potentially fruitful
path for geographic and spatial research to understand more how parents conceptualize of their
relationships their surrounding schools and school district.
The process itself
In the findings I contrasted the visions that informed how parents felt about District 28’s Diversity
Plan, but there was universal agreement that the process itself was confusing, opaque, and not
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satisfying. Certainly, the confusion over the definition of “diversity” played a role in this suspicion,
but there was no apparent organized or natural base for the approach taken by WXY Studio. Mary,
observed that “it's [District 28] like not a cohesive community or, you know, it's not geographical
areas that normally are in contact or do things together or one political entity in any way, like one
community.” Research should focus on how “community engagement and planning process[es]”
(WXY Studio, 2020) like those put forth by WXY Studio function in a school district that houses a
variety of different neighborhoods with different racial, ethnic, and class compositions.
The relationship of parents to the citywide Department of Education and to their own
children’s school is also worthy of exploration. I realized during my second round of coding that
many parents differentiated between the performance of the DOE and their own children’s school
during the pandemic. Sara, the School Leadership Team member, stated that “the administrators
and teachers are doing such an amazing job” but indicated that the Department of Education was
negligent because of how they handled in-person schooling: “but it's a hundred percent could have
been handled with more care. I think, I think it was handled very politically.” Similarly, a mother
with multiple children thought that school level handling of the pandemic was good but that the
DOE was at fault for being poor at information sharing: “It's [the schools] that have been handling
things as opposed to the DOE because we get all our information from our teachers, from our
principals, the staff, and they've been really great.” While DOE officials insisted that “parents will
make the final decisions” about the diversity planning process (Our Children’s Voice, 2020) many
parents were skeptical about the veracity of that claim.
Expanding the work to center all district 28 visions
One regret in the execution of this research was not being able to include interviews with Black,
Latino, and immigrant parents from the center area and southern section of District 28. I heard
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snippets of different perspectives and priorities than those found in the interviews I did complete. A
story shared by one social service provider has stayed with me: during the pandemic, many of her
constituents, who were recent immigrants that did not speak English. They were challenged to
access the $420 distribution of school lunch money by the Department of Education in the spring
of 2020, simply because they couldn’t read the instructions to do so. While my research was
generally conducted with parents equipped to leverage their advantages to access preferred schools,
there are many more questions to be explored, like how parents facing language barriers would
interpret the D28 diversity planning process.
Feminist sociologist Evelyn Nagano Glenn reminds us to “examine not only how dominant
groups and institutions attempt to impose particular meanings but also how subordinate groups
contest dominant conceptions and construct alternative meaning” (2002, 17). Though scholars like
Mary Pattillo center the nuanced perspectives of Black and Latinx, working-class parents in cities
(2015), there is no question that white parents’ perspectives have been well explored, especially
considering the proportion of white families attending urban school districts. In the same vein, my
research only allowed me to scratch at the surface of the role of Asian American students and the
model minority myth in District 28’s parents’ perspectives.
Moving Forward
While this research project engaged with and examined economically stable and geographically
advantaged parents of students, my interest is motivated by a hope that research like this can
contribute to efforts to build a more equitable school system that takes into account the needs and
interests of working-class and poor students, the Black and Latinx students, who too often learn in
hyper segregated settings. But as this work makes clear, many of the advantaged parents whose
voices were heard during interviews and in public meetings about the Diversity Plan were not
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convinced that racial desegregation of schools is a necessary goal in District 28. The predominance
of diversity ideology and a commitment to meritocracy among not only parents but DOE
employees and contractors allowed many of the parents I spoke with to conclude that the district is
“already diverse”, that segregation results from individual and cultural choices, and that proactively
addressing racial school segregation could threaten the quality of schools in the District.
The District 28 Diversity Plan is just one part of a city-wide political struggle over reforms
intended to address inequities and desegregate schools – like removing competitive admissions
from the middle school application process, changing how students gain entry to the city’s
specialized high schools, changing or removing gifted & talented programs, and decoupling middle
school and high school admissions from residential zones. In particular, advantaged parents’
reactions to the perceived loss of access to preferred schools and to the meritocratic measures that
often benefit their children is a potential impediment to school reforms that intend to racially
desegregate public schools. For parents, activists, and policy makers interested in pursuing
solutions to existing racial segregation, my findings in District 28 suggest that motivating
advantaged parents to support systemically addressing the persistent and seemingly intractable
school segregation that New York faces is unlikely to be accomplished by appeals to “diversity”.
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Figures
Figure 1
Map of New York City’s Community School District 28

Source: Community Education Council District 28, www.cecd28.org
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Figure 2
District 28 in New York City

Source: ArcGis Mapping, arcgis.com
Figure 3
D28 Schools by Representativeness 2018-2019, CCC Map

Source: Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York
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Figure 4
Race of Residents in District 28

Source: American Community Survey, Five Year Estimates, 2018-2019
Figure 5
Race of Residents by Section of District 28

Source: American Community Survey, Five Year Estimates, 2018-2019
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Tables
Table 1
District 28 race of students, compared to New York City and Queens
_____________________________________________________________________________
Hispanic
Black
White
Other
Asian
District
30
28
20
15
6
Queens

29

38

17

12

3

New York City
16
41
25
15
3
_____________________________________________________________________________
Note: numbers are percent of the total population.
Data Source: NYC Open Data, 2018-2019 School Demographic Snapshot; Citizen's Committee for
Children of New York

Table 2
Admissions methods for District 28 middle schools
School Name
Redwood Middle School

Admissions Methods
MS: Limited Unscreened

Fully
Screened?
MS: No

Metropolitan Expeditionary
Learning School

MS: Limited Unscreened, HS:
Limited Unscreened

MS: No
HS: No

Queens Collegiate: A College
Board School

MS: Limited Unscreened, HS:
Limited Unscreened
MS: Limited Unscreened, HS:
Screened

MS: No
HS: No
MS: No
HS: Yes

York Early College Academy

Queens Gateway to Health Sciences
Secondary School
MS: Screened, HS: Screened

MS: Yes
HS: Yes

Young Women's Leadership
School, Queens

MS: Screened, HS: Screened

MS: Yes
HS: Yes

Catherine & Count Basie Middle
School 72
J.H.S. 008 Richard S. Grossley
J.H.S. 157 Stephen A. Halsey

MS: Screened: Language,
Unscreened
MS: Unscreened
MS: Unscreened

MS: No
MS: No
MS: No
73

J.H.S. 190 Russell Sage
J.H.S. 217 Robert A. Van Wyck
The Emerson School

MS: Unscreened
MS: Unscreened
MS: Unscreened

MS: No
MS: No
MS: No

M.S. 358
MS: Unscreened
MS: No
Note: “Limited Unscreened” are schools that give preference to students who show interest in the
program by attending an open house or visiting the school’s table at a high school fair.
Source: NYC Open Data, 2017-2018 Diversity Report Admissions Method,
https://data.cityofnewyork.us/Education/2017-2018

Table 3
D28 Middle School Test Results, with ELL & Disadvantaged Students 2018-2019
School Name

Neighborhood

Total
Students

Proficiency
ELA 2019

Proficiency
Math 2019

Economic
Disadvan

ELL

Q680 - Queens Gateway to Health
Sciences Secondary School (6-12)

Jamaica

691

90.0%

89.0%

57.0%

1.0%

Q896 - Young Women's
Leadership of Queens (6-12)

Briarwood

565

80.0%

76.0%

72.0%

2.0%

JHS 157 - Stephen A. Halsey (6-9)

Rego Park

1632

63.0%

65.0%

55.0%

10.0%

JHS 190 - Russell Sage (6-8)
Q284 -York Early College
Academy (YECA 6-12)
District 28, all students

Forest Hills

1053

63.0%

61.0%

43.0%

10.0%

Jamaica

640

62.0%

56.0%

71.0%

1.0%

Q310 - Queens Collegiate (6-12)
Q167 - Metropolitan
Expeditionary Learning School (612)
MS 217 - Green Magnet School
for Career Exploration (Robert
Van Wyck Middle School 217) (68)
Q358 - Magnet School of
S.T.E.A.M. Exploration and
Experiential Learning (6-8)

Jamaica

39,341
670

51.0%
47.0%

52.0%
46.0%

71.0%
87.0%

11.0%
9.0%

Forest Hills

841

44.0%

42.0%

71.0%

2.0%

Jamaica

1627

41.0%

34.0%

73.0%

17.0%

Jamaica

383

39.0%

42.0%

86.0%

17.0%

MS008 -New Preparatory(6-8)

Jamaica

341

35.0%

28.0%

86.0%

13.0%

Q287- Emerson School (6-8)

Jamaica

353

33.0%

24.0%

84.0%

10.0%
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MS 72 - Catherine & Count Basie
Middle School (6-8)

Jamaica

378

25.0%

13.0%

82.0%

6.0%

Q332 - Redwood Middle School
(6-8)

Jamaica

313

22.0%

14.0%

66.0%

6.0%

Note: “Economic Disadvan” reflects the percentage of students who live in poverty and “ELL”
reflects the percentage of English language learners in each school.

Note: “Proficiency ELA” and “Proficiency Math” reflect the percentage of students in each school
who reached New York State proficiency benchmarks. Students that perform at level 3 are
“proficient” and demonstrate knowledge, skills, and practices embodied by the New York State P12 Common Core Learning Standards for English Language Arts/Literacy and Mathematics.
Source: NYSED.gov data, https://data.nysed.gov/profile.php?instid=800000042781

Table 4
D28 Three Areas Wealth & Education Comparison

Source: Social Explorer Tables, ACS 2018 (5-Year Estimates) (SE), ACS 2018 (5-Year Estimates),
Social Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau
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Appendix A: Interview Guide

Interview Guide for Parents in District 28
Research Study: NYC Diversity Plans and Parent Reaction: District 28
(August 2020 – December 2020)
(Thank you so much for participating in this interview. I expect our conversation will take between fortyfive minutes and one hour. You are not obligated to answer any question that you prefer not to, and you
can end the interview at any time.)
Identity Questions
● How many children do you have?
● What grades are they in?
● Have your children always attended public school?
If not: please tell me what other schools they have attended.
● What public schools do and/or have your children attended?
● Will any of your children apply to public middle school this year?
● How long have you lived in the neighborhood and district?
Topic Questions
● Tell me a bit about you and your family’s relationship to school.
○ Does the school your child attends matter to you? Why or why not?
○ How did you choose your child’s school, or how did your child end up at their school?
(Zoned, choice, G&T, etc.)
○ What are the characteristics of a school that you think will most benefit your child and
that you look for when enrolling your child?
○ What do you hope your child gains from getting a good education?
● Are any of your children moving from elementary to middle, or middle to high school?
○ What sort of things are you doing in preparation for that?
○ What do you hope for from the next school your child attends?
● What neighborhood do you live in?
○ How long have you lived here?
○ Why did you move here?
○ How would you describe the neighborhood? What do you like, not like about it?
● During the last year or so, there have been efforts by the Department of Education and districtwide bodies like the Community Education Council to address diversity in District 28 and in New
York City in general.
○ Have you heard about efforts by the Department of Education to diversify and integrate
District 28? What do you think about those efforts?
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○ Have you heard about proposals to change admissions methods to high schools to
integrate schools? What do you think about those efforts?
○ Have you heard of the proposal to replace the SHSAT – the test to gain entrance to New
York City’s specialized high schools – with a different admission methods for the
specialized schools. What do you think about those efforts?
● If they know about the paused D28 Diversity Planning process: How do you feel about the
process?
● Do you think that it is necessary to diversify the schools in District 28? Why or why not?
● Do you speak to other parents in the district about this? What are the topics of conversation
around diversifying schools in District 28?
● The stated reasoning behind the efforts to diversity and integrate District 28 schools is to
desegregate the district’s schools, specifically the middle schools and with the goal of creating
more integrated schools. Do you think that is an important goal?
● What changes would you make to District 28 schools?

Demographic Questions
Thank you so much for your time and contribution to this study. I want to finish up with a few
demographic questions that will help me in my study. You don’t have to answer any question that you
feel uncomfortable with.
●
●
●
●
●
●

How would you describe your race? How would you describe your children’s race?
What is your gender identity?
Do you live within the boundaries of District 28?
What do you (and your spouse) do for employment?
What is your highest level of education?
Does your family make more or less than $50,000? $100,000? $200,000?

Those are all the questions I have. Again, thank you so much. Do you have any questions or last
comments for me?
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Appendix B: Participant Characteristics, General

Race
Asian
White
Mediterra
nean;
Jewish

Time in
Level of
Children's Children's
Gender # kids neighborhood Education Income
Grade
Race
Bachelor's more than
mixed white
M
2
40 years
Degree
$100000
4th, 8th
& Asian
more than
F
2
3 years
Master's
$200000 Pre-K; 2nd
white
Bachelor's more than
Degree
$100000
more than
JD
$100000

F

2

9 years

White

F

2

30 years

Mixed

F

2

15 years

3 years
college

White

F

2

5.5 years

Master's

White

F

1

4 years

West
Indian

M

4

8 years

Hispanic

F

2

11 years

Hispanic

F

1

14 years

West
Indian

F

4

8 years

Bachelor's more than
Degree
$100000
2 years
less than
college
$100000
some
college

more than
$100000

Bachelor's more than
Degree
$100000

Forest HIlls
Forest HIlls

1st; 6th

Mediteranean

Rego Park

6th; 10th

white

Forest HIlls

less than
mixed white
$50,000
7th; 5th
& Asian
more than
$100000 Pre-K; 2nd White/Latino

Bachelor's more than
Degree
$100000

Neighborhood

K

Rego Park
Kew Gardens

Biracial

Kew Gardens
Forest Hills

5th

West Indian
Hispanic/Afric
an American
Southeast
Asian/Hispani
c

Forest HIlls

pre-K, K,
4th, 8th

Indian

Forest HIlls

pre-K, K,
4th, 8th
1st; 5th

Forest Hills
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Appendix C: D28 Schools by Race, 2018-2019
Year

DBN

2018-19

28Q008

2018-19

28Q040

2018-19

28Q048

2018-19
2018-19
2018-19

28Q050
28Q054
28Q055

2018-19

28Q072

2018-19
2018-19
2018-19
2018-19

28Q080
28Q082
28Q086
28Q099

2018-19

28Q101

2018-19
2018-19
2018-19

28Q117
28Q121
28Q139

2018-19

28Q140

2018-19

28Q144

2018-19

28Q157

2018-19

28Q160

School
EnrollmentWhite Asian
Black
Hispanic Other
Admissions Screens
J.H.S. 008 Richard S.
Grossley
MS: No
384
0.9%
17.7%
44.8%
22.1%
14.5% MS: Unscreened
P.S. 040 Samuel
Huntington
K: No
396
5.0%
12.0%
57.2%
23.6%
2.2% K: Zoned School
P.S. 048 William
Wordsworth
K: No
563
1.5%
18.6%
54.2%
19.6%
6.0% K: Zoned School
P.S. 050 Talfourd Lawn
Elementary School
K: No
848
2.3%
23.7%
18.9%
42.8%
12.3% K: Zoned School
P.S. 054 Hillside
K: No
536
1.2%
32.0%
7.1%
53.6%
6.0% K: Zoned School
P.S. 055 Maure
K: No
513
1.8%
44.2%
8.0%
24.6%
21.4% K: Zoned School
Catherine & Count Basie
Middle School 72
No
337
2.1%
8.8%
68.5%
14.7%
5.9% MS: Screened: MS:
Language,
Unscreened
PS 80 The Thurgood
Marshall Magnet School of
Mult
K: No
472
1.1%
2.7%
84.5%
7.5%
4.2% K: Zoned School
P.S. 082 Hammond
K: No
653
1.2%
24.4%
6.3%
64.8%
3.4% K: Zoned School
P.S. Q086
K: No
854
4.3%
50.5%
7.8%
33.6%
3.7% K: Zoned School
P.S. 099 Kew Gardens
K: No
781 28.8%
23.1%
6.2%
37.7%
4.2% K: Zoned School
P.S. 101 School in the
Gardens
K: No
672 44.0%
27.2%
3.1%
17.6%
8.1% K: Zoned School
P.S. 117 J. Keld /
Briarwood School
K: No
974 16.0%
35.3%
9.6%
34.6%
4.3% K: Zoned School
P.S. 121 Queens
K: No
882
2.4%
53.3%
16.6%
13.0%
14.7% K: Zoned School
P.S. 139 Rego Park
K: No
732 38.3%
25.7%
1.5%
31.5%
3.1% K: Zoned School
P.S. 140 Edward K
Ellington
K: No
476
1.7%
4.9%
67.0%
21.6%
4.9% K: Zoned School
P.S. 144 Col Jeromus
Remsen
K: No
905 35.7%
36.4%
1.2%
19.0%
7.6% K: Zoned School
J.H.S. 157 Stephen A.
Halsey
MS: No
1651 40.5%
23.2%
8.1%
24.6%
3.6% MS: Unscreened
P.S. 160 Walter Francis
Bishop
K: No
623
1.2%
13.8%
48.4%
22.5%
14.1% K: Zoned School
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2018-19

28Q161

2018-19

28Q167

2018-19

28Q174

2018-19

28Q175

2018-19
2018-19

28Q182
28Q190

2018-19

28Q196

2018-19

28Q206

2018-19

28Q217

2018-19

28Q220

2018-19
2018-19

28Q284
28Q287

2018-19

28Q303

2018-19

28Q310

2018-19

28Q312

2018-19

28Q325

2018-19

28Q328

P.S. 161 Arthur Ashe
School
Metropolitan
Expeditionary Learning
School
P.S. 174 William Sidney
Mount
P.S. 175 The Lynn Gross
Discovery School

635

3.0%

66.7%

5.9%

14.5%

K: No
9.9% K: Zoned School

832

16.6%

19.6%

17.1%

39.7%

MS: No,
HS: No
6.9% MS: Limited Unscreened,
HS: Limited Unscre

681

32.2%

34.6%

3.1%

25.0%

K: No
5.1% K: Zoned School

813

64.9%

20.2%

1.0%

12.3%

K: No
1.7% K: Zoned School

P.S. 182 Samantha Smith
J.H.S. 190 Russell Sage
P.S. 196 Grand Central
Parkway
P.S. 206 The Horace
Harding School
J.H.S. 217 Robert A. Van
Wyck

718
1082

1.1%
28.3%

27.5%
33.6%

13.0%
6.6%

55.5%
28.0%

K: No
2.9% K: Zoned School
MS: No
3.4% MS: Unscreened

1022

42.1%

36.7%

2.3%

11.9%

K: No
7.0% K: Zoned School

611

30.2%

21.1%

16.2%

29.3%

K: No
3.1% K: Zoned School

1666

4.0%

36.3%

16.4%

39.6%

MS: No
3.7% MS: Unscreened

P.S. 220 Edward Mandel
York Early College
Academy
The Emerson School
The Academy for
Excellence through the
Arts
Queens Collegiate: A
College Board School

703

36.4%

32.4%

7.5%

20.1%

658
358

1.5%
2.2%

28.0%
19.7%

50.6%
50.7%

8.2%
20.3%

211

35.7%

38.6%

5.3%

17.9%

669

1.6%

27.9%

46.6%

15.9%

K: No
2.4% K: Non-Zoned School
MS: No,
HS: No
7.9% MS: Limited Unscreened,
HS: Limited Unscre

Jamaica Children's School
Hillside Arts & Letters
Academy
High School for
Community Leadership

200

3.3%

2.0%

69.3%

23.5%

K: No
2.0% K: Zoned School

447

1.5%

22.7%

41.3%

27.4%

HS: No
7.1% HS: Limited Unscreened

464

5.3%

23.5%

34.8%

27.5%

HS: No
9.0% HS: Limited Unscreened

K: No
3.5% K: Zoned School
MS: No,
HS: Yes
11.6% MS: Limited Unscreened,
HS: Screened
MS: No
7.1% MS: Unscreened
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2018-19

28Q332

2018-19

28Q335

2018-19

28Q338

Redwood Middle School
The Ezra Jack Keats Pre-K
Center
Queens Satellite High
School for Opportunity

MS: No
4.9% MS: Limited Unscreened

334

2.3%

16.2%

67.0%

9.7%

241

6.0%

40.6%

5.1%

42.3%

206

6.7%

8.2%

55.8%

18.3%

427

2.8%

41.2%

20.1%

32.7%

K: No
3.1% K: Zoned School

494

2.5%

39.1%

36.4%

13.1%

8.8% HS: Ed. Opt.

6.0%

HS:School-managed
No
11.1% Transfer School:
Admission

2018-19

28Q349

2018-19

28Q350

The Queens School for
Leadership and Excellence
Jamaica Gateway to the
Sciences

28Q354
28Q358
28Q440
28Q505

The Jermaine L. Green
STEM Institute of Queens
M.S. 358
Forest Hills High School
Hillcrest High School

581
362
3806
3300

0.6%
2.6%
29.7%
3.6%

3.1%
21.5%
23.8%
30.0%

86.0%
29.4%
8.1%
29.0%

7.3%
41.5%
34.7%
33.4%

2.9%
5.0%
3.7%
4.0%

28Q620

Thomas A. Edison Career
and Technical Education Hi

2196

4.4%

47.0%

19.0%

23.3%

HS: No
6.2% HS: Ed. Opt., Screened

2018-19
2018-19
2018-19
2018-19

2018-19

2018-19

28Q680

2018-19

28Q686

Queens Gateway to Health
Sciences Secondary School
Queens Metropolitan High
School

2018-19

28Q687

2018-19

28Q690

Queens High School for
the Sciences at York Colleg
High School for Law
Enforcement and Public
Safety

28Q896

Young Women's
Leadership School, Queens

2018-19

HS: No

K: No
K: Zoned School
MS: No
MS: Unscreened
HS:Opt.,
No Screened, Zoned Gua
HS: Audition, Ed.
HS:Opt.,
No Screened, Zoned Gua
HS: Audition, Ed.

MS: Yes,
8.4% MS: Screened, HS:
HS: Yes
Screened

711

4.2%

50.6%

27.1%

9.7%

1104

41.0%

9.9%

3.3%

44.9%

475

5.9%

81.0%

4.2%

4.2%

462

2.2%

10.0%

61.2%

22.7%

3.8% HS: Screened HS: Yes

11.7%

MS: Yes,
5.5% MS: Screened, HS:
HS: Yes
Screened

547

2.3%

36.6%

43.9%

HS: No
0.9% HS: Zoned Priority

4.7% HS: Test

HS: Yes
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Source: NYC Open Data, https://data.cityofnewyork.us/Education/2018-2019-School-Demographic-Snapshot/45j8-f6um/data

Appendix D: Data Reports Generated for D28 Three Areas Comparison

Social Explorer - ACS 2018 (5-Year Estimates)
Links to Generated Reports for Data:
All D28

https://www.socialexplorer.com/tables/ACS2018_5yr/R12696165

Northern Square

https://www.socialexplorer.com/tables/ACS2018_5yr/R12696137

Center Area

https://www.socialexplorer.com/tables/ACS2018_5yr/R12696140

Southern Section

https://www.socialexplorer.com/tables/ACS2018_5yr/R12696145

Source:

Social Explorer Tables: ACS 2018 (5-Year Estimates) (SE), ACS 2018 (5-Year Estimates), Social
Explorer; U.S. Census Bureau
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